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There has been a good deal of talk about "'multicultural 
education" in the past few years; at the center of these 
discussions are issues of ethics, politics, and values.
What does it mean to be "multicultural"? How does one's 
culture figure into pedagogical situations— as a teacher? as 
a student? How should these complex social and historical 
backgrounds be utilized at the university? Finally, what 
are the cultural costs of a university education for 
students, especially those students from historically 
oppressed cultural backgrounds?
This study specifically examines the situation of 
Native American students in the university writing 
classroom. Drawing upon many different disciplines and 
methodologies— ethnography, autobiography, composition 
theory, and cultural studies— it is foremost a personal 
account of the author's attempt to develop a politically 
responsible pedagogy for teaching writing to Indian 
students, one which not only seeks to understand and respect 
Native American life and culture(s), but which attempts to 
utilize it as a means of teaching critical consciousness.
The study begins with questions of representation, 
addressing various theoretical orientations to issues of
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’’writing culture”: "accuracy,” responsibility, methodology, 
and counter-hegemonic criticism. The author gives a select 
account of his own Indian family background, specifically 
discussing the relationships between education and 
assimilation. In addition to "representing" himself, his 
family, and his legacy, the autobiographical histories also 
raise several prominent issues: what "messages" pertai .ing 
to culture and "success" are given by educators to Indian 
students? What are the ramifications of those messages?
How can they be resisted or revised?
Ethnographic descriptions of the author's teaching 
experience in two Native American classrooms bring out 
several Indian cultural features, aspects of life which are 
usually ignored or even denigrated in the university: 
religion, politics, and Indian-white relations. Focusing on 
these issues in class led to an uncomfortable classroom 
setting, but also show promise for new ways of thinking 
about Indian students and pedagogy.
Following Gloria Anzaldua, the author suggests 
approaching and revising the writing classroom through the 
development of a "mixedblood pedagogy," a theoretical 
orientation which foregrounds and theorizes difference, 
"straddles cultures," and highlights political, cultural, 
and epistemological contradictions.
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Now, brothers ind sisters...the white man has his ways. 
Oh gracious me, he has his ways. He talks about the 
Word. He talks through it and around it. He builds 
upon it with syllables, with prefixes and suffixes and 
hyphens and accents. He adds and subtracts and divides 
and multiplies the Word. And in all of this he 
subtracts the Truth. And, brothers and sisters, you 
have come to live in the white man's world. Now the 
white man deals in words, and he deals easily, with 
grace and sleight of hand. And in his presence, here 
on his own ground, you are as children, mere babes in 
the woods.
N. Scott Momaday
House Made of Dawn
I. INTRODUCTION
What Am I Doing Here? Part One
"Academia, and its by-products, continues to become more 
irrelevant to the needs of [Indian] people."
Vine Deloria
Deloria's words (93), v/ritten in 1969, are a warning to 
academics, to me, in 1993. Deloria is one of many Native 
American cultural critics who are wary of researchers of 
Indian people, "anthros," as he calls them. Indeed, there is 
a risk, it seems to me, in the very act of researching human 
beings, especially those who have a history of oppression, 
who have a History which they have not been allowed to write 
for themselves. This risk transcends the question of 
"getting it right" or not, moves beyond the issues of 
perspective and respect; rather, the risk of research has to 
do with the act of research itself.
What happens when a researcher decides to take to a 
particular field? What does she or he hope to gain? Who 
benefits? What is the price? Finally, what's the point? 
Deloria points to traditional European, and I would add,
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patriachial, science (or, more accurately, '’Science") as the 
beneficiary, positivistic knowledge for knowledge's sake:
The anthro is usually devoted to PURE RESEARCH.
Pure research is a body of knowledge absolutely 
devoid of useful application and incapable of 
meaningful digestion. (80)
For Deloria, the act of research itself is an oppressive 
act:
The fundamental thesis of the anthropologist is 
that people are objects for observation, people 
are then considered objects for experimentation, 
for manipulation, and for eventual extinction.
The anthropologist thus furnishes the 
justification for treating Indian people like so 
many chessmen available for anyone to play with.
(81)
Thus, vhe act of researching people--and specifically Indian 
people, researched by white scientists and white 
institutions— necessarily objectifies the subjects, making 
people into objects, all in the name of "objective science."
Other cultural critics, many of whom are racial 
minorities or women, have also brought the issues of 
anthropological and ethnographical research to light, 
questioning the idea of representation of the Other, 
especially by researchers from dominant groups. Bell hooks 
offers a critique of cultural studies as a discipline,
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arguing for researchers who have "interrogated their 
perspectives, the location from which they write in a 
culture of domination" (125). Citing Cornel West's 
assertion that scholars "highlight notions of difference, 
marginality, and otherness in such a way that it further 
marginalizes actual people of difference and otherness," 
hooks agrees with Deloria that domination can be re-created: 
When this happens, cultural studies re-inscribes 
patterns of colonial domination, where the "Other" 
is always made object, appropriated, interpreted, 
taken over by those in power, by those who 
dominate. (125)
Feminist theorists have also contributed to this 
critique of representation, suggesting that even new, 
"postmodernist" et.hnographies--with new attention to form, 
style, and textuality— are in danger of re-presenting 
patriarchial and cultural domination. In a critique of 
Clifford and Marcus' Writing culture: The Poetics and 
Politics of Ethnography, Frances Mascia-Lees, Patricia 
Sharpe, and Colleen Ballerino Cohen suggest that 
ethnographic subjects are "at grave risk of manipulation and 
betrayal by the ethnographer," and that the research 
ultimately benefits the researcher and the home of the 
researcher, the academy. In another critique of the same 
work, oell hooks agrees, asking
...who are the subjects this discipline addresses
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its discourse and practice? To consider that 
we write about "culture," for only those of us who 
are intellectuals, critical thinkers, is a 
continuation of a hierarchical idea of knowledge 
that falsifies and maintains structures of 
domination. (128)
The concerns these writers (and others like them) share 
is one based on a critical knowledge of the past, an 
informed suspicion of the tradition of white, patriarchial 
ways of knowing. Anthropology and ethnography as 
disciplines are white male constructions, steeped in 
history, and critics of these acts are questioning those 
fundamental paradigms. The idea of a disinterested, 
objective field researcher observing human subjects and 
presenting the objective results— how "they" live, think, 
feel, etc.— is being deconstructed by critics, and new ways 
of observing, thinking, and writing about people's lives are 
being considered.
Some emergent theories focus on a rhetorical recasting 
of the problem. Michael Agar contends that "[e ]thnography 
is neither subjective nor objective. It is interpretive, 
mediating two worlds through a third" (19). For Clifford 
Geertz, ethnography looks at life structurally, describing 
not what is experienced, but how it is:
[tjhe ethnographer does not, and, in my opinion, 
largely cannot, perceive what his informants
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perceive. What he perceives, and that uncertainly 
enough, is what they perceive "with"--or "by means 
of," or "through"... or whatever the word should 
be. (58)
Whatever that word is, it seems most likely a preposition, a 
directional word implying movement, the kind of movement one 
makes while "interpreting."
Since, in my view, culture is created, developed, and 
maintained through language, views like Agar's and Geertz's 
can be read in light of language theory, and specifically by 
considering the difference between the theories of Ferdinand 
de Saussure and C.S. Pierce. As Ann E. Berthoff explains 
it, while Saussurian semiotics view language as 
two-tiered— signifier and signified, word and 
referent— Pierce's (and Berthoff's) understanding of 
language is three-tiered, what Berthoff calls "a curious 
triangle":
What the word stands for— the referent--is known 
in terms of its reference. The dotted line [on a 
triangular diagram] stands for the fact that there 
is no immediate, direct relationship between words 
and things (including other words); we interpret 
the word or symbol by means of the idea it 
represents to us. (44)
Thus, the third steps taken by Agar— "interpretation"— and 
Geertz —  "whatever that word should be"-— are still contingent
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upon their views, their perspectives, their lives. What's 
more, what they write will be read by others who interpret 
still further, from their views, perspectives, and lives.
Still other theories of ethnography and social research 
focus less on "getting it accurate" and focus more on 
"getting it right," in the moral sense of the word. In her 
article, "Writing Ethnographic Narratives," Linda Brodkey 
reads ethnography with Foucault in mind, arguing that in 
most academic prose, "more often than not the method, rather 
than the methodologist, is cast as the narrator" (27). 
Brodkey suggests instead that the narrator take back the 
"story," and admit his or her own "implication" in the 
research. "[A]n ethnography candidly authored by its 
ethnographer," she writes, "would in fact be a text quite 
different from one authored by its methodology" (27).
It might for instance, provide a vehicle for social 
change. In "Writing Critical Ethnographic Narratives," 
Brodkey suggests
...that critical narratives be written and read as 
yet another kind of academic discourse, as 
narratives that can be understood and evaluated 
within the context of critical theory. (70)
Such a discourse would not only implicate the author— in a 
loud, obvious way— but weald avoid what Brodkey, quoting 
narratologist Seymour Chatman, calls "the narrative stance 
of perception" in which "a narrator is presumed to be an
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eyewitness to a story that happens independent of both 
ideology and narrator" (71). An example is the third-person 
ethnography which tends to avoid drawing the reader's 
attention to the fact that a person, the researcher, is 
telling the story:
The assumption of perceptual narrative stance is 
so common in book-length ethnographies that even 
those narrators, such as Shirley Brice Heath in 
Ways with Words (1983), who have already 
identified their narrative stances in introductory 
personal narratives, are seemingly absent. '71)
"[F]erception and conception are confounded by the use of 
the third person historical present" (71), Brodkey writes, 
suggesting that the critical ethnographer avoid the 
"objective" third person narrative stance, opting instead 
for constant reminders that a story is being told, one told 
by an observer, but a storyteller nonetheless. The social 
constructions of the storyteller, the methodology, the 
institution, and the historical situation are present at all 
times; indeed, they are the story itself.
But what about the voices of Deloria and hooks? What 
about their words, their warnings? They ring loud in my 
ears and my heart as I sit here in my room, typing on my 
nifty new computer, feeling a stiffening in my fingers, the 
possible onslaught of postmodern paralysis. I'm looking for 
a way into this paper, but I'm also looking for a way into
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the academy, an institution I once viewed as a barrier to 
Good Things, but now— as the "humanist educator" I'm 
becoming, with the emerging narrative of one--I see as the 
very means of success, progress, and, yes, social change.
My, how things have changed for me, I think. I start to 
feel the symptoms of another common disorder, the Mixedblood 
Malady, the contradiction of cultures, the legacies of (at 
least) two traditions— the European and the Indian— but the 
feeling of belonging to neither (and both).
I look back at the words of hooks and Deloria, and I 
realize they are talking about "white" researchers— but no 
matter, not really, the white institutions are more than 
equally implicated in their criticism. As Deloria teaches 
us, the American "Indian problem" hasn't been so much about 
race, but about culture. Postmodern theory has done much to 
recognize and research this in many ways, in many facets of 
social activity, education among them. But I ask myself: 
What am I doing? Why am I doing it? What will happen after 
I do it? What happens if I screw it up? What happens if I 
don't? And besides, what's the difference?
These are questions I have carried with me since the 
beginning of both my teaching and my research. In a sense, 
they are annoying, whiny, insecure little bugs buzzing 
around my head— I try to swat 'em but 1 end up swatting 
myself. In another sense they are comforting, for bugs are 
attracted to humans, not machines, and they are constant
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reminders of that fact. These troubling questions can--and 
should.--be asked, and postmodern theory has made it possible 
to acknowledge them, That is the great contradiction: the 
institutions which have served the masters of oppression 
have produced the theories which teach us to resist that 
legacy. Another contradiction: damned if you do, damned if 
you don't. Or, as Brodkey puts it:
Those of us who look to critical theory for a way 
to transform educational practices will need to 
teach ourselves how to narrate stories of cultural 
hegemony that make it clear that a negative 
critique is the process by which each of us 
confronts our respective inability to comprehend 
the feelings of others even as we recognize the 
absolute necessity of continuing the effort to do 
so. (‘'Critical" 74)
So here I go, diving into a wreck over five hundred 
years old, locating myself in the narratives of education, 
educator, and educated, of white man, Indian, and 
mixedblood, as best I can, doing my darndest to keep my 
writing as multi-voiced as possible while at the same time 
acknowledging that this is, indeed, my work, my story, my 
narrative(s). Hopefully, my intentions for doing this work 
will be made obvious— they are good intentions— yet it is 
also obvious that this is a master's thesis, one which will 
push me a little further along on my own road to success.
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Contradictions, contradictions. No wonder the writing 
will be— must be— awkward, "neither fish nor fowl," as 
Louise Weatherbee Phelps writes in Composition as a Human 
Science: Contributions to the Self-Understanding of a 
Discipline:
Theory is autobiography. Exposition is 
narrative...These paradoxes have structured my 
writing ever since, as conflicts and tensions, not 
achievements. I'm not alone. We're working, all 
of us, in theoretical discourse from anthropology 
and psychology to composition and literary theory, 
toward new genres with the expressive power to 
represent in their very form what we now believe 
and feel about the personal nature of knowledge. 
Meantime we are seeing hybrid, tortured, mixed, 
and often unsuccessful discourse forms, (vii)
And, as Gloria Anzaldua writes, "[t]he new mestiza 
[mixedblood] copes by developing a tolerance for 
contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity," which in turn 
creates "a third element which is greater than the sum of 
its severed parts": "a mestiza consciousness" (79-80).
That sounds good. So, without solace, but with a new 
comfort in contradictions, I hit SAVE and then RETURN and 
open a new file...
** * *
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What Am I Doing Here?, Part Two
In the beginning, when the new earth was still wet, six 
tricksters appeared on the planet, looking like human 
beings. One gave a powerful trickster stare, which could 
kill a human being cold, and then went back to the sea. The 
remaining five decided to stay, living out their existences 
as totems, the original clans: bear, loon, marten, crane, 
and bullhead (catfish). There would be others, but these 
were the original clans of the Anishinabe.
That creation story was never told to me. I got it from 
a book.
My family descends from the Bullhead clan, known as the 
totem of the intellectual, according to the 19th century 
mixedblood historian William Whipple (in another book I 
read). According to rather sketchy and sometimes 
contradictory records, I am 1/4 Indian, half of which is 
Anishinabe (Ojibway, Chippewa), half of which is 
Mdewankanton Dakota (Sioux). The other 75% of me is a stewy 
mixture of German, French, English, and Swedish, which if 
you think about it, pretty much makes me a full-blooded 
Minnesotan. (Except that I'm missing Norwegian; the Swedish 
was supposed to make up for that but I still missed out on 
all that lefse and lutefisk I grew up hearing so much
about.)
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The Indian cones from my father's side. Aubrey Richard 
Lyons, Jr. (Dick— or Dickie, if you're from Bena) is the 
oldest of three sons; the other halfbreeds are Daryl (Duke) 
and Vernon (just Vern). My Indian grandparents, wonderful 
folks, are Aubrey, Sr., a Leech Lake Anishinabe, and Leona, 
a Santee originally from the Lower Sioux community in 
Morton, Minnesota, where she is still enrolled. I have 
other relatives on various reservations; my uncle Kenny is 
vice-chair of the Shakopee Mcewakanton Sioux Community and I 
have family on the White Earth, Sisseton/Wahpeton, Red Lake 
and other reservations. No discussion of an Indian family 
is complete without an exhaustive introduction to all the 
aunts, uncles, and cousins one can muster, but for now let's 
leave it at that.
When my dad was eighteen he hitchhiked to Minneapolis 
with fifteen dollars in his pocket, in search of the 
American Dream. Before long he met Jan, my mother, who was 
a roommate of my dad's cousin, Cindy. Cindy was a former 
Bena resident who always told people she was Italian. My 
mother, the oldest of ten children, moved around a lot as a 
child, living with various relatives and friends. Jan's 
mother married five times— two died in war, two she 
divorced, and one died of a heart attack— and at least two 
of her husbands were abusive to the kids, my mom included. 
When Jan met her roommate's cousin, a tall, dark, handsome 
boy who spoke in terms of "getting out" and "making it," she
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figured she eeded him instantly. Three months later they 
were married; six months after that I was born.
We all stayed in the Twin Cities for a year or so, 
living in an old aluminum trailer that was unbearably hot in 
the summer; my parents used to take me to the drive-in 
theatre on sweltering nights, situating me in my plastic 
child-seat in the back of my dad's old Chevy convertible, 
the nly thing of value they had, while they sat in the 
front, talking in the warm summer night's air. My dad 
worked a succession of jobs, sometimes sixteen hours a day, 
at they couldn't make a go of it so they packed everything 
up and moved up north, to Cass Lake, and moved in with my 
grandparents. I lived there with my mom-'-and then my 
brother, and then my sister--while my dad worked as a 
construction worker in North Dakota, building nuclear weapon 
silos, coming home every other weekend.
My family left the Leech Lake reservation in Minnesota 
when I was five years old. I was raised in Laporte, a 
mostly white reservation border town of 160 people, where I 
would live until graduating from high school in 1983. Too 
far from choice resort lakes to be a tourist town, Laporte 
is a rural, working class community dependent on logging, 
some small farming, and a single industry, Northwoods Log 
Homes, a housing manufacturer which employs a good number of 
local residents, including my father for twenty years and,
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for a couple of very short, hostile periods of time each, my 
gentle grandfather and uncle Vern.
My family left the Leech Lake reservation in Minnesota 
for reasons having to do with money, culture, identity, and 
the future, and that decision forever changed the trajectory 
of Lyons family culture. It has exacted many costs. Like 
all big decisions, it made things happen-— some good, some 
bad, and many, many more without much notice. It was, 
however, a powerful decision, one with a weight I can feel 
right now as I type these words.
Decisions were made: I was raised off the rez, I spent 
my youth oscillating between insider/outsider status in my 
hometown, my family grew apart, I grew up, I went to college 
at a fancy private school (against my family's wishes) 
mainly because my best friend was going to one but also 
because I thought the education would make up for the 
eighteen-thousand dollar student debt I would eventually 
accrue; I dropped out. worked for four years, went back, 
graduated, got into graduate school, and taught composition 
to Indians.
I am one of three people in my immediate family working 
in Indian education right now. My sister teaches elementary 
at the Pine Point Indian School on the White Earth 
reservation. My father is starting his sixth year as a 
counselor, tutor, and teacher of Native American kids at 
Walker High School. They think I have it easy, teaching
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college students, and I suppose they're not completely 
wrong.
Yet this family of Indian educators started out m  the 
postcolonial world as Indian students. My grandfather ran 
away from the Flandreau Indian boarding school four times, 
jumping trains with his brother, getting flogged upon his 
eventual return, before finally getting away for good in the 
eighth grade. My grandmother also went to Flandreau--she 
enjoyed it, played by the rules, graduated valedictorian of 
her class, and went to teachers' college. She taught school 
for nearly forty years and is today a devout Christian 
woman. Neither of my uncles finished high school. In the 
history of my family, only my grandmother, my father, and 
then my sister and I completed high school. And now we're 
all "Indian educators." I'm not sure what that means, but 
there's got to be a joke in there somewhere.
I am the product of my upbringing, an important part of 
my family trajectory. When I walk into the classroom, I 
bring it all along. My memories, my relatives, ancestors, 
friends— they're all here now, inside and outside my body, 
watching me, listening to my thoughts, helping me to 
understand the complexities— contradictions--ol my life.
They comfort me at times; other times, they are quiet and 
still. But they are here. And when I think about it, I am
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struck how, for all their "comfort,” in truth they are the 
complexities and contradictions of my life.
With ghosts all around me, I write. I do not write "as 
an Indian,” taut I do not write "as a white person” either. 
I'd like to say I write as a "mixedblood"--yeah, perhaps in 
a bold and mythoimportant style, something like this: I, 
and my prose, exist right on the borders of the mainstream 
and its margins, a living contradiction of culture and 
history, of identity and event--that sounds good, kind of 
fashionably stylized, too. But I'm not sure I know what 
that means. Nor do I trust the assumption that, in my life, 
the "mainstream" and its "margins" can be so easily defined, 
identified, and expressed. I'm not sure I can name the 
contradictions in m life, my family, my cultural 
narrative(s). Or ma> e that is the situation of the 
"mixedblood" today. X. least in the way I'm using the term.
Gloria Anzaldua uses the term in its Spanish (feminine) 
cognate, "la mestiza. " She writes:
Because the future depends on the breaking down of 
paradigms, it depends on the straddling of two or 
more cultures. By creating a new mythos-~that is, 
a change in the way we perceive reality, the way 
we see ourselves, and the ways we behave--la 
mestiza creates a new consciousness. (77,80)
I read this and think of the term "real Indian," a signifier 
used by whites, mixedbloods, fullbloods, my students, my
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father, and myself to describe certain individuals whose 
cultural habits most closely resemble those of the "invented 
Indian" which Deloria criticizes. I also think of the way 
we all (in our differing ways) loosely use the term "white" 
in similar (oppositional) fashion. And I wonder: from which 
direction (if there are "directions" here) do/will I use the 
terms? From where (is it directional?) comes the "new 
mythos" Anzaldua speaks of?
How does one "straddle cultures"?
And what did Aunt Helen, a White Earth Chippewa living 
in Bena, mean when she said her daughter was dating "another 
damn Indian" and would I please find her somebody "decent" 
from the pool of eligible (apparently white) males I 
supposedly have access to?
Kathleen Dixon has described herself in an essay as 
being of "uncertain gender and class." I also place myself 
in a tangled narrative web of uncertainty.
In Nordarrows, Gerald Vizenor describes a moment when 
his mixedblooded character Zebulon Matchi Makwa is 
confronted by a "tribal friend" who challenges his Indian 
voice and identity. "Who speaks through you now?" he asks. 
Zebulon responds, "What if the voice in me is white?"
"Better call the bureau for a new lease," the friend says. 
"But my ears are tribal," Zebulon replies, "what I hear is 
tribal...But it is not the same as the voices in me" (91).
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Hearing Indian, talking white: it's as mixedblooded a 
metaphor as I can think of to describe my own role(s) in 
both my teaching and my writing. It feels good to situate 
myself in such a metaphor for now. Let's call if my chosen 
narrative stance--for now.
Dixon, in a written "interrogation of whiteness" from 
her own life and identity, writes:
Positivist history and formal argumentation mark 
one type of (privileged) thinking and writing.
But there are others, some ancient, some (gendered 
as) feminine, upon which our collective survival 
may depend in this postmodern age. (1)
"Ancient forms" (storytelling? humor?) and "feminine forms" 
(intuition? the emotional?) exist and work side-by-side in 
this story of mine, playfully immersed in the more 
positivist claim-making of academic "(privileged) thinking 
and writing." Thus my location cf myself in contradictory 
narratives will depend on a tolerant readership; the claims 
I make are my own, yes, but they come from different (often 
contradictory) locations--and perhaps different and 
contradictory discourses— which will require the reader to 
also "straddle cultures."
It's what my students do daily.
And, like them, I'm not sure of my relation to things: 
the university, the academic tradition, or even my students. 
At times, I felt a strong solidarity with my students as
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one with them; other times, I felt like an outsider, even an 
enemy. And both are true, I think. The signifiers of 
identity are never static, and in my case they are always 
moving about.
What follows is a hybrid, tortured, mixed account of 
teaching composition in the Native American classroom. Part 
ethnography, part autobiography, part theory: this thesis, 
like its author, is a mixedblood, replete with all the 
rights and privileges therein— such as, confusion, 
uncertainty, an occasional attack of angst, lack of 
precision, loss of identity, and so on. Hopefully, what 
will come out of it all will be a sense of the situation my 
students (and I, their humble teacher) are in, some sort of 
scent of what happens here, in the university writing 
classroom. The names have been changed to protect the 
innocent. Except for my name, for I am both guilty and
innocent.
II LYONS LANDING
A student asked, "Can Essential Nature be destroyed?" 
Coyote said, "Yes, it can."
The student asked, "How can Essential Nature be 
destroyed?"
Coyote said, "With an eraser."
Robert Aitken
Trickster/Teacher
Indians and education. Indian education. Indian 
educators. Educated Indians. Educate Indians. Indians 
educate.
Strange, when you look at it, to see so many shifts, so 
many different possibilities of meaning, when you play 
around with a couple of words. So many meanings, so many 
lives— so much history, here in the New World, and in the 
blood of this young teacher.
I wasn't thrilled when I was assigned to observe my 
graduate teaching mentor and her Native American section of 
composition. I wasn't asked, nor did I request it; I was 
simply assigned to a random teacher/mentor, and the only
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class she was teaching that semester was the Indian section. 
I had seen it listed in the English department course 
offerings— FOR NAT. AM. STUDENTS ONLY— and I remember 
shrugging it off, a pesky reminder of a ivorld with which I 
was no longer concerned. Hell, I was the first graduate 
student in the history of the Lyonses, only the third 
college graduate in five generations of that American Indian 
(not French) name; I was headed for better things, I 
thought, shiny, professional things, the stuff my relatives 
don't understand, but know must be good. The last thing I 
needed was to get bogged down in some racial remedial 
section.
The Trickster must've had a good, hearty laugh on that 
day, however— his chaotic, morally dismissive hand throwing 
the lots on the mat, and me walking in late and looking at 
those students, some brown-skinned, unmistakably Indian, 
some more ambiguous, unmistakably American. Like my family, 
the students belied a cohesive racial marker; there were 
eyes both brown and blue; hair black, brown, and dirty 
blond, reservation dialects and her Majesty, Standard 
English. There was a blue-eyed, red-headed guy from Georgia 
talking about the Atlanta Braves, two heavily-permed 
light-skinned young women giggling in the corner, and a very 
dark thirty-five year old man sitting quietly by the doc 
•Ling down, saying nothing. This was a class of mostly
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mixedbloods, like myself, people from all over: 
geographically, racially, and culturally.
I was there to observe, and that is exactly what I did. 
It was a weird feeling, being there, a mixture of nostalgia 
and something totally, surprisingly new; in a sense it was 
like returning to my old Head Start room in Cass Lake, the 
last classroom I ever shared with people who were 
exclusively Indian. My old Head Start room became a rehab 
center for a while and is now abandoned, a forgotten, 
disheveled structure located just across the street from the 
newly remodeled Indian Health Service clinic, the "Indian 
hospital," as we call it. I remember seeing my old Head 
Start room on the TV news a few years after my tenure there, 
the site of an AIM demonstration, where, as Gerald Vizenor 
notes, "Russell Means, Dennis Banks, and thirteen other 
armed leaders filed into the tribal Headstart classroom on 
the Leech Lake Reservation and sat down on wee chairs"
(231). A funny sight: big, armed men sitting uncomfortably, 
butts low, knees high. I remember the guns, and taking the 
long way around town, and being impressed that my old school 
was on TV.
Being in that room the college classroom, observing, 
j.so reminded me of attending a special Indian kids-only 
week at the Oak Hills Bible Camp near Bemidji. Most of the 
kids were bussed in from Red Lake, but there were a few 
strays from White Earth and Leech Lake, and the all-white
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staff. We did camp-crafty things like learning how to build 
fires and portage canoes, had Bible study classes and sang 
songs, and stayed in dark, musty-smelling cabins identified 
by tribal names: Cheyenne cabin, Crow cabin, and the popular 
Chippewa cabin. That was another site of American Indian 
learning, I thought, although the only things I can remember 
from that week are how to cook frog-legs over an open fire 
("Ei-yi!" my friend Crusher said, "I just bit into a raw 
frog!"), and how to say Mah-ka-way-geen, the Anishinabe 
equivalent of "fuck you."
Sitting there in the classroom, observing many things,
I thought about my father, about his Indians-only 
composition class at Bemidji State University. He took it 
twice, first in 1961 as a strikingly handsome, somewhat wild 
eightee! year-old freshman; he didn't finish the course, 
cutting out instead to hitchhike to the Twin Cities where 
he'd planned to become a rich and famous rock-n-roll singer. 
He returned, ten years and three children later, to a 
classroom with much more at stake, and a white, wizened old 
scholar named Mrs. Stensrud at the podium. Mrs. Stensrud, a 
Bible as Literature expert, was fond of standards— Standard 
English and academic standards. "She always said we were no 
different from anybody else," he says, "and we would be 
treated no differently." Throughout the quarter, the class 
enrollment dropped from thirty-five to nine. My father 
worked hard for Mrs. Stensrud, who held a few keys to his
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family's future; I remember drifting off to sleep, hearing 
his typewriter slowly fade, tip-tap-tip, into the cold, 
isolated evening. "I worked my butt off for her," he tells 
me, smirking, "and I told her from the beginning that I was 
working for an A." He got a B. "But she told me that it 
was a B that would stand up to any B in the country, a B to 
be proud of." A Platonic B. Once I asked him, since he did 
work his butt off, if he shouldn't have received an A for 
the A work he did. He shrugged. "Well, J thought it was A 
work, but, well, I guess some people have it, and some 
people don't."
I looked around the room, searching faces, wondering 
who had it and who didn't. "Oh, there are a lot of A's 
going in here right now," the teacher later told me when I 
asked. Later that year, when I was the teacher, I would 
have a student tell me, "Oh, well the word is that this is 
an easy A." Still later, another year after that, the 
mother of a failing student, a woman with a Ph.D., would 
complain to my department chair about her daughter's F, 
shouting, "Nobody flunks the Native American section of 
comp.— everybody knows that!"
I didn't know it, but on that first day, I didn't know 
much about composition, or Indian education, or what these 
students were like, or why they had this special section, 
or, perhaps most of all, why anyone would want to teach it. 
Or why anyone would want to take it. What's the point?
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They used the same book every other comp, class did, The St. 
Martin's Guide to Writing, with a couple of added 
Indian-flavored articles the teacher showed me afterwards: 
an article on the American Indian Dance theater, a critique 
of "Dances With Wolves," and so on. But for the most part 
the class seemed like all the other composition classes on 
campus— except for the racial makeup. That's what it seemed 
like to me, anyway, with one possible difference: Is this 
class, I wondered, easier than the others? Some sort of 
remedial section? I realized it would be the exceedingly 
rare student who would be bi-lingual, so the only other 
difference I could make out would be the pedagogical one, 
the one that points out publicly: "Look, they can't cut it 
in regular classes." That bothered me.
If it was true, I doubted the separate section would 
help; those students wouldn't benefit from the type of 
"cooperative education" I had learned about as an 
undergraduate. And besides, if it wasn't true, it sure 
looked suspiciously remedial, racially remedial. 
Stereotypically so. Composition for Tontos:
Tonto was everything that the white man had 
always wanted the Indian to be. He was a 
little slower, a little dumber, had much 
less vocabulary... (Deloria 200)
Mixed feelings, mixed blood: it started feeling personal.
*  *  *  *
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Division/Assimilation
It had been a long time since I had been educated with 
Indians, and that was by design. As stated earlier, my 
immediate family moved off the Leech Lake reservation en 
masse when I v/as five years old. My paternal grandparents, 
uncles, parents, brother and sister, and me: in 1970 we all 
headed for Laporte, Minnesota, a border town just a couple 
of miles off the reservation, less than a half-hour's drive, 
deep in the woods, where my grandparents bought a rickety 
old resort on a lake and my uncles and parents and all of us 
kids moved into the cabins. The reasons seemed fairly 
simple: my grandparents decided to buy some cheap land and 
go into business. Everyone else went because, well, because 
we were all family. Besides, my grandparents provided the 
lodging.
We went back to Cass Lake and the towns of Lake 
Winnibigoshish— Bena, Federal Dam, and Boy River— pretty 
regularly for awhile, visiting relatives and friends, 
staying in touch. But later, when I was older, I started 
receiving messages about "home," signals that I was luckier 
than my cousins in Bena, that we were going to be better off 
for it. And eventually, still later, I started making my 
own, noticing for myself that we were doing better. We 
started having nicer things and I was somehow more in 
touch— mainstreamed--with the world than were the kids I
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used to play with. My dad started visiting his childhood 
friends and relatives less and less. They dropped by less 
and less. And eventually I started feeling lucky, grateful 
to be in the white community I was in, where I had 
college-bound friends and a line to the world. And, 
although I didn't realize it at the time, I see now how this 
too was part of the move. There was more to it than 
business. It had something to do with getting away from the 
rez.
The rez, one of seven Minnesota Chippewa reservations 
in the state, is about twenty percent tribally owned, the 
other eighty percent of the original tract having long been 
sold off. (As Jim Northrup has noted, Indians use the 
abbreviated word "rez" "because the white man owns most of 
it.") My family's roots are in the wild reservation town of 
Bena, a little village in the heart of Minnesota Indian 
country's darkest forest on the shores of Lake 
Winnibigochish. It's a beautiful location, with tall, 
swaying Red Pines, miles of rippling shoreline, thick, 
jagged jackpines, and an abundance of wildlife: bear, wolf, 
crane, marten. Scores of deer. And wild rice, blueberries, 
and all kinds of fish. For a brief time it was a trade 
center--lumber for sugar and walleye for cash--but today it 
is a depressed place of about two hundred Chippewas and 
mixedblocds, a few white resort owners, and the minister of 
the Mission Alliance Church. Today it is known in local
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lore as a dangerous place, as Gerald Vizenor notes, a 
"wicked town”:
Twenty years ago the 'wicked town' had the 
reputation of being the 'Little Chicago' of the 
north woods. John Plattner, Cass County attorney 
then, said there is no question that Bena has the 
worst crime rate in the state. 'Bena is the most 
sinful city in Minnesota,' he said. 'There is 
only one part time deputy in a place where more 
than ten percent of the population has been 
committed for serious crimes.' (274)
Some of those criminals were relatives. My grandpa's 
youngest brother, Bill (nicknamed Billy Boy), a good-looking 
fullblood with an eye for smart fashions and sleek cars, was 
a reknowned safe-cracker for the mob in Minneapolis; his 
eventual apprehension made all the big newspapers: NOTORIOUS 
BILLY-BOY CAPTURED. My other relatives were lesser 
criminals, spending time in jail cells for the relatively 
mundane charges of simple assault, disorderly conduct, and 
drunk driving.
This is all very ironic when you consider that my 
grandfather was a lawman back then. Before going into the 
resort industry, my grandfather achieved a good deal of 
acclaim for being a sympathetic cop, a deputy who would 
drive someone home rather than to jail, providing the 
circumstances weren't too ominous. One of his occasional
29
"problems" (as he put it) was Dennis Banks, who eventually 
landed in prison after my grandfather left the force. 1 
remember sitting in my grandpa's squad car, playing cop. I 
also remember when my uncle Vern got into trouble fo:: taking 
it out one night when he was drunk and pulling people over. 
He was caught by another officer but, like all of us Lyons 
kids, he was let off with a stern admonition and the phrase 
we always hoped we'd hear when pulled over, "Tell Aubrey I 
said hello."
My great-grandfather Bill, son of Nay-tah-wish-kung and 
Mah-nun-onz-ish, was the mayor of Bena. Nay-tah-wish-kung, 
who in his adult life was given the name "John Lyons," was a 
powerful medicine man who wore a US Army jacket with 
traditional buckskin Anishinabe vestments. Each year he 
received a vision which allowed him to authorize the annual 
wild rice harvest on Mud Lake. My grandfather remembers 
seeing him paddle off in his birchbark canoe each morning, 
sometimes returning with a string of fish, or gamebirds, or 
a large buck thrown over his shoulders. He was a cultural 
and spiritual leader of his people, and his son became 
mayor.
Years ago the Lyonses competed with the Stangles for 
dominance in Bena; two large families, a virtual tangled web 
of relations, both competed for the privilege of being the 
first family in town with a car, with money, with power (the 
Lyonses left before indoor plumbing became prized). Grandpa
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Bill, a hard, sometimes cruel man, took such contests to 
heart. He started the only successful business in town, 
Lyons Landing, a fishing guide service on Lake Winnie. My 
grandfather, uncles, cousins, my father— everyone helped out 
and made the business a success. Lyonses became known as 
good fishing guides, the best, a distinction that resonates 
still today. The business boomed, a car was bought, the 
Stangles became resentful, and Grandpa Bill was elected 
mayor. Ten years later his youngest son would make the 
headlines: NOTORIOUS BILLY BOY CAPTURED.
During those days, the "boom" days, a rift in the town 
of Bena was reinforced. There were actually two Benas: the 
growing little community wit! its cars and mayors, and 
Ryan's village, a part of town where traditional Anishinabe 
beliefs and lifeways were still working, where the sweat 
lodge was still being fired up and the sounds of midewivrin 
ceremonies reverberated into the forest night. Most of 
these people lived a traditional Anishinabe lifestyle, 
seasonally, stocking up each year on wild game, fish, rice, 
and blueberries for the long winters when they would spend 
their time beading and doing quillwork, taking care of 
themselves and their own. Separated by choice from the 
fledgling white economy of greater Bena, the people of 
Ryan's village were held in taut cultural tension by other 
Bena residents. "We knew them, we were friends with them," 
my father says, "but we also thought they were a little
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weird." The perception of weirdness was explicitly taught. 
"They'd have ceremonies in that medicine lodge...I didn't 
know anything about that growing up, but I'd hear them 
drumming and singing and whooping it up late at night in 
that lodge," my father remembers. "We kids were told that 
they were doing peyote and drugs in that lodge and having 
satanic meetings and that sort of thing. We were told to 
stay away from that."
Thus, the division between the two Benas was both 
cultural and economic; white "progress" has always been 
linked with (v/hite) "civilization"--to Christianity, 
capitalism, and individuality, non-Indian traditional 
values— and so those who wished to "get ahead" in the world 
were given a choice: assimilate, or be excluded from the 
larger community. For the priests and leaders of Bena, the 
choice was explicitly made, "stay away from that"; for the 
children of Bena, for people like my father, it wasn't so 
easily divisible. The people of Ryan's village were his 
friends, longtime neighbors, even family. Grandpa Bill, the 
mayor, and Aubrey, my grandfather, both forbade the kids 
from attending ceremonies— yet spoke fluent Chippewa in the 
house. Both extolled the virtues of hard work and 
commerce— yet put business aside, closed up in fact, to 
hunt, fish, rice, and pick blueberries for the winter. Both 
were products of boarding schools and Indian parenting, 
creating a strange culture-in--transition— but a transition
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to what? To whiteness? To assimilated-Indianness? To 
cultural schizophrenia? One thing is for sure: it did lead 
to divisions, of culture, of community, and of family.
My grandparents and their family left the reservation 
so they could start a new life in a New World, a white 
world, with economic opportunity, better schools, a new 
future. "Things were going downhill there," my father says. 
"We wanted to give you kids a better life than that." In a 
sense, I suppose they were right. Many of the Lyonses who 
stayed— my dad's cousins— have lived lives marked by 
addiction, poverty, and hopelessness. In the past several 
years, I have seen two of my second-cousins commit suicide; 
they were both males, ages 22 and 14.
But the move was not without costs. Looking back over 
the years we spent in Laporte, I can see a growing 
difference (and growing-apart) between my father and my 
uncles. My father, the oldest child, spent that time 
working harder than anyone I have ever known— evenings, 
weekends, holidays, at the expense of his family life— in 
order to become something other than what he saw in Bena, to 
become...what? a white man? a "success"? What?
Along the way he developed an ugly conservativism, a 
blame-the-victim philosophy, while at the same time 
struggling to stay afloat in a job that paid him peanuts, 
and yet endlessly telling and retelling stories of Bena and 
family to his kids. "It is my deepest wish that you kids
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could have experienced the childhood I had," he'd tell us, 
every few months or so. "Of course, I wouldn't live there 
now,.."
We still have family there, lots of them, and when I 
was younger, we used to see them all the time, either up 
there or in Laporte. All the time. As I grew older, 
however, we saw them a little less and less. My dad would 
be too busy to go to a get-together, or too tired, and so my 
brother and I would ride along with my grandparents. 
Eventually, my dad cut himself off from most of his extended 
family, including his own parents and brothers, who to this 
very day live less than a mile away from us.
My uncles, however, never lost their roots. Vern has 
spent most of his life in the woods of Leech Lake, making 
his living from hunting, trapping and fishing— never by 
working at a "job," until last year, when he got a position 
with the tribe working on roads. His friends were always 
Indians; he managed the Leech Lake Anishinabe softball team, 
national Indian league champions two years in a row. Duke 
first moved back to Cass Lake, then here and there, and now 
lives with my grandparents on the resort, working at the 
casino as a dealer. Both of them have a history of getting 
into trouble; violent and "rowdy" (a euphemism for 
violent?), both of them have had their share of problems, 
legal and moral. Both of my uncles were hell-raisers, not 
AIM protesters, but, in a way, it could be said that their
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actions have always been acts of resistance, resistance to a 
way of life. Whether it was quitting another job after two 
weeks, or getting fired after punching the owner at a bar, 
or whatever, the (judged) acts of my uncles were seen and 
heard, if not very productive. Growing up, I knew that Vern 
didn't have a "job," but I also knew he worked hard--his 
basement was always filled with stretched-out hides and 
blood-stained knives. It was when my father started talking 
about Vern's "lack of responsiblity" that my observations 
became tainted with a capitalist American morality.
It was new to my father, too, who was Vern's idol when 
I was a child. They were best friends for awhile, then Vern 
was deemed "irresponsible." I'm not sure when it happened 
exactly, but it was a change.
My grandparents have kept their ties to Bena and the 
reservation as strong as ever. They have gone back at least 
a couple of times a week since moving, visiting old friends 
and relatives, keeping up with the news. But not my father. 
He likes it when I go there, and sits down to hear every 
piece of news. But he doesn't "find the time" to go for 
himself. He smiles when I tell him about his cousins, he 
loves the gossip, but he doesn't go. To him, I think, Bena 
exists in his memory, where it is as warm and comforting as 
a crackling fireplace. But, as a memory, it is also quite
frozen.
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Like the split between the two Benas, there exists 
today a split between my father and his family, a chasm one 
mile thick. It's my father's doing, I think, but not 
something he necessarily did on his own. Rather, when the 
Lyonses left Bena, a claim was made: it's batter out there. 
My dad felt this when he hitchhiked to the cities: it's 
better out there. Perhaps my Grandpa Bill, the son of a 
medicine man, thought this when he decided to deride Ryan's 
village, when he opened his business; perhaps my own 
grandfather thought this when he decided not to pass on his 
language: it's better out there. That was certainly the 
message of those who represented life "out there," the 
missionaries, educators, and government officials of white 
imperialism. And although some of the policies of 
domination were complete failures— both Grandpa Bill and 
Grandpa Aubrey consistently ran away from their boarding 
schools— a quick glance back over the past few generations 
shows, I think, the process of assimilation at its most 
successful.
Bena is, for my father, the fondest of remembrances.
To him, it is a place to look back on, to remember, and to 
mourn. For my grandparents and uncles, though, it is still 
alive, a place they used to live and now visit frequently.
To them, it's a place that may need some work, but it's also 
home. And to my relatives who still live there, who I still
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see, now mors regularly than I used to, it has always been 
that way.
So what's the difference between my father and his 
family? One difference glares: he graduated from college. 
Vern and Duke both dropped out of high school. Like my 
grandfather, who has only an eighth grade education, neither 
of them have endured the rigors of a university education 
which, I think, taught my father more than he may realize. 
They lived and worked with what they found around them-~for 
Vern, the woods and lakes; for Duke, the military, and then 
various jobs— while my father had something more: a context. 
Knowledge, success, virtue, "the world": college gave my 
father a context in which to situate not only himself, but 
his aspirations, dreams, and values. And I suspect it was 
one that didn't include Bena.
When my dad talks about his education, and especially 
English classes, the message— it's better out there— comes 
through loud and clear. In high school, his English teacher 
spent classtime doing endless drills, focusing on 
pronounciation, of all things. "He'd sit there and correct 
us, 'Say WITH, WITH,' and some guy in the back would always 
mutter what we wanted to say, 'WIT, WIT.'" In college, Mrs. 
Stensrud taught my father that, not only were most Indians 
incapable of completing her course, but that he, her prized 
student, was capable of a B at best, a B that would stand up 
to any B out there.
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My father didn't see himself--or at least the Indian 
half of himself— in any of his school books or lessons. He 
wanted to be a success, he wanted to "make a mark" on the 
world— this is why he went to Minneapolis--but learned early 
on that it would have to be his whiteness, with its values 
and ideals, that would bring him what he desired. And I 
wonder how much of that he learned in school.
Did my father learn how to be a cowboy?
Or did he simply learn that he was supposed to be one, 
even if it meant shining the trail boss's boots? He once 
told me that when he was a kid in Bena he and his friends 
would play cowboys and Indians— and would fight over who got 
to be the cowboys, the "good guys." Ward Churchill has 
noted that that's like little Jewish kids fighting over who 
gets to be the Nazis. But it's not the same thing at all. 
Little Jewish kids didn't grow up being told how great the 
Nazis were.
I have a picture of my father as a little boy, all 
dressed up in a makeshift cowboy outfit: fake leather boots, 
a gun and holster, a too-big white straw cowboy hat. With 
eyes squinting, bright white teeth grinning and shining, the 
boy cocks his head to the left and with a youthful bravado, 
points his little silver toy pistol up into the air in front 
of him. "Yee-hah!" he could be saying, taking a shot out
there.
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He would be shocked to read any of this. He would say, 
no doubt, that he has never denied his Indianness, that he 
(unlike others) is working with Indians for Indians, to 
advance Indian people. And, actually, that's true.
But it's also true that he refuses to take me ricing or 
travel to Bena with me to visit the relatives he grew up 
with.
And yet: when my daughter wanted to dance in the Leech 
Lake powwow, he was thrilled. He paid good money for her 
jingle dress— it was the nicest one there. He used up a 
whole roll of film and laughed and smiled the whole day.
But it's also true that he never wanted to take me 
ricing. I go hunting on the reservation with Uncle Vern, go 
to Bena with my grandmother, and collect old family stories 
and photographs from my dad's cousins and aunts and uncles. 
I'm working on a collection of family stories with my dad's 
cousin, Sis, right now, listening to, talking about, and 
writing down Lyons stories told by our family elders. They 
always ask about my dad and I always express his regrets and 
tell them he said hello.
But he doesn't go there himself.
And yet: this is written after a "reawakening" of my 
own. I too ignored those people for some time, returning to 
them later, on my terms, in my own way— during a historical 
moment when all things and people Indian are fashionable.
My father doesn't have that sense of fashion in his life; he
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still deals with racism every day, as he always has. I have 
never been followed around in a store, or yelled at from a 
car, or anything like that.
My father has. My father has been through it all: 
poverty, racism, and now something else.
A couple of words come to mind: assimilation and 
colonization. But I don't know if I can— or should, or 
will—  use them here. I know my father--actua.lly, my whole 
family— would strongly resent them. And I guess I would 
resent them to; I don't like thinking— let alone 
writing--*about these things. But the words do come to mind.
But I'm not going to make that claim. Who am I to make 
that claim?
And yet: other words come to mind as well. Dignity, 
for one, because right or wrong (or somewhere in between) my 
father has truly sought it. Merit, for another, for he has 
lived out his narrative unselfishly, if not painfully. For 
his students, the Indian kids who learn from him, my father 
lives out his life in a careful balance, a survivor's 
balance. For his children, he has made extreme sacrifices. 
But which ones are necessary and which are not? Wherein 
lies the zone between self-determination and forced 
assimilation? How does one learn what is "good" and what 
is "bad"— and who's doing the teaching? How are schools and 
universities contributing to this distinction?
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The legacy I have beer, handed is one marked by 
generations of contradiction and ambiguity, of conflict and 
confusion. This is the nature of the culture I have been 
raised in, my heritage. Later, I would see the same type of 
conflict in the lives and writings of my students, and I 
would wonder: Am I contributing to it? If so, in what way? 
Should I try to work against it? Why? And how? What are 
the cultural costs of a university education? How do they 
compare to the cultural benefits— if those even exist?
III. MERE BABES IN THE WOODS
"Just my lack," she said. "An educated Indian." 
"Yeah," he said. "Reservation University."




The Native American section of composition at the 
University of North Dakota is a mysterious course in the 
lore of the Department of English. A perennial since the 
early 1970's, the section is renewed each year at the behest 
of the director of Native American Programs who sees it as a 
transitional class for students from reservations, a chance 
to receive support and encouragement in the company of 
like-minded individuals who, the argument goes, are 
experiencing similar difficulties in adjusting to campus 
(and urban) life.
When I was first assigned to teach the section, that's 
what I was told— -and that's pretty much all I was told. 
"Remember, this is still a composition course," the interim
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composition director told me, "teach it as you would any 
other." But it obviously wasn't like any other, and I 
didn't feel I quite understood the "support group" 
justification, so I asked around in an effort to find 
another point to the class, or at least a clarification of 
the one I was given. I talked to some former 
instructors of the section, some experienced graduate 
teaching assistants, and professors.
What first struck me was how popular the section 
seemed. Lots of people— and especially TA's--wanted to 
teach it. Most of these people seemed like idealistic 
liberals who wanted a chance to "help," in addition, I 
suppose, to being exposed to another culture. They were 
nice, sincere, and some of them might have done a good 
job— who knows?— but it was also obvious that they were from 
out-of-town. When they spoke about Indians, more often than 
not they spoke in "positive" racial stereotypes, rather than 
in the "negative" ones I had grown up listening to, e.g., 
that Native Americans were docile, nature-loving creatures, 
that they are a "spiritual" people, passively allowing 
themselves to be victimized by a tyrannical power structure, 
etc., etc. While I found these people much more easy to get 
along with than the usual stereotypists, it was still hard 
to talk to them. I didn't want to shatter their illusions; 
nor did I want to get into an uncomfortable soliloquy about 
the twentieth-century.
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There are reasons for xny discomfort. For one, I think 
most of my graduate colleagues refuse to see me as anything 
close to what they want in an "authentic" Indian. I'm lucky 
if they even allow me to be a "part-Indian," the kind that 
has a Cherokee grandmother way back in the family lineage.
I disappoint them since I am not the visual equivalent of 
Wind-in-his~Hair, nor the cultural equivalent of Leslie 
Silko. In fact, I'm kind of boring. Of course, I have 
contributed to this perception myself, by downplaying that 
part of me (or just not bringing it up). But on those 
occasions when I do speak up about my Indianness— and I 
never speak "for Indians," but usually to educate--! am 
regarded with some suspicion and occasionally a hint of 
derision. Which makes it hard to speak up the next time— a 
lesson hard-learned by many of my mixedblood students as 
well.
So I did meet a lot of people who showed an interest in 
the course— often with a look of support, like I was doing a 
Good Deed”-even if they were a bit idealistically 
misinformed. This really isn't unusual in Indian country. 
Places like Pine Ridge, Rosebud, the Navajo Nation— these 
are popular locations for nice, idealistic young people to 
start their careers, and Indian schools are popular places 
for nice, idealistic young teachers. The problem is that 
they usually stay for a year or two and then leave, often 
disillusioned and disappointed. Allowing my graduate
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colleagues to continue thinking that all Indians are either 
romantically staked to Mother Earth or hopelessly addicted, 
to Lysol only exacerbates the problem. Still, I often felt 
uncomfortable getting into it, and I still do.
If I found some of the people I talked to a little 
new-agey, I was much more shocked to talk to others whose 
racism was much more blatant. Some of those people thought 
of themselves as "on the Indians' side" and were interested 
in teaching the section, too.
One easterner, who often didactically uses the term 
"medicine person" (a correction, mind you), volunteered for 
the section the same semester she took Lakota, a class where 
on the first day she wound up on the wrong side of Indian 
humor. "I couldn't believe it," she told me, "I walked in 
and these women made some comment about me and how I must've 
taken this course to meet Kevin Costner or something.
What's their problem?" Later that semester she would ask me 
about one of my students, a fullb.looded man with long, black 
hair and dark tinted glasses who was in her Lakota class, 
"God, he gives me the creeps," she said, "He looks like 
Charles Manson or something." She hasn't taught the class 
yet, but she does have a new Chief Seattle bumpersticker on 
her car.
Another GTA, who would eventually accuse me of getting 
special favors from professors because I was "part Native 
American," told me how she "loves" the "Indian race," a
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culture which “lives so close to the Earth.'* This cozy 
stereotype was shattered when I later told her about my 
relatives who make their living by hunting and trapping, and 
sometimes by poaching. We got into a discussion about 
hunting and fishing on the reservation— including treaty 
rights— and when it came down to a choice between the rights 
of Indian people and animal rights, the animals won.
Most shocking, though, were the comments of two 
professors I talked to (neither of whom work at UNO). One, 
a composition teacher who used to teach at my undergraduate 
school, told me that I could "expect those students to be 
late all the time, always forgetting their homework, and 
otherwise really underprepared for responsibility."
Another, a professor of Native American Studies at another 
university, told me:
You've really got your work cut out for you. One 
problem is that Native Americans are caught 
between cultures and language. It's terrible, 
really, but the fact is that they don't have a 
language of their own. They don't speak their own 
anymore, and the English they speak is clearly not 
real English.
Naturally, I reeled.
If I learned anything from my informal research, it was 
that many people are interested in the section, but few 
really seem to know what to say about it. I certainly
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didn't, so I trusted the one thing I had to go on— this 
section helps to ease the transition from reservation life 
to university life— and I headed for the classroom, armed 
with my newly-discovered theorists (Ann Berthoff, Jay 
Robinson, and Paulo Freire), my father's words of 
encouragement ("Jesus, I hope your kids are better than mine 
are"), and the knowledge that, for what it might be worth, 
at least I sort of knew what to expect.
*  *  *  *
Spring 1992: He Was Laughing In My Face
I was wrong. After all the talking I had done, I felt 
confident that I would at least have an idea of what the 
students would be like. "Oh, well, it'll be like teaching 
my uncles and cousins," I thought. How right I was. 
Unfortunately, i didn't stop to think how impossible a task 
it would be to teach my uncles and cousins.
On the first day, I walked in right at the start of 
class to a room on the second floor of Merrifield Hall, 
right across the hallway from the Indian Studies office. 
Everyone was quiet, very quiet, as I rustled papers and 
situated myself. I looked at the students, most of whom 
were looking down. I v/as immediately uncomfortable to see 
that at least a third of them were older than I was. I
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didn't expect that, and I wasn't sure what to do about it. 
After all, what was I supposed to teach them?
There were twelve students in all, only four of whom 
were women. Darlene, Gerri, Equay, and Anne were all young 
mixedbloods, eighteen or nineteen years old. That was also 
the approximate age of half of the remaining men— Lyle,
Brad, Will, and Jerry. The older men— Al, Solomon, Billy, 
and Marty— sat together at the far end of the conference 
table, directly opposite from me. The older men were the 
only students in the class who looked obviously Indian; the 
others were more or less from the genetic melting pot, the 
same one from which came their curly-haired, fair-skinned 
teacher.
I did all my usual first-day introductory stuff. I 
passed out syllabi and held up the text we would be using, 
Our Times/2, the same text I was using for my other section 
of 102. In fact, I had structured the two classes to be 
fairly identical— two sections, one white, one Indian— and I 
told them this.
"I just want to let you know that, as far as we're 
concerned, this is just another 102 course, okay?" It was 
okay. "However," I continued, "this is a separate section, 
one based on race, and I'd like to know what your feelings 
are on that subject."
Nobody said anything, and it didn't occur to me to have 
them write about it (after all, this was only the second
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class I had ever taught). Still, I wanted to address the 
issue; I thought it was important. I rephrased the question 
and asked again: "So, what's the point of having a class 
like this? Were you surprised when you saw it listed?"
Still no answer. "What do you think?" Nothing. It wasn't 
long before I started getting even more nervous and began 
answering my own questions. I told them what I knew about 
the course, how I observed it the semester before (a couple 
of students remembered me from the previous semester, 
although most of these students were new), that I was picked 
because of my background and not ray training, that I hadn't 
even had an Indian studies course before, that I didn't 
really know why they even had the class, that I wasn't sure 
what we should do, really, and so on and so forth, blah, 
blah, blah...
Needless to say, I lost them.
I came back to Earth when I realized one of the younger 
men, Jerry, was laughing at me. The other students were 
either looking out the window, or reading, just staring off. 
Two of the women were whispering. "What's so funny?" I 
asked Jerry, but I knew. "Nothing, nothing," he said.
Then, "Do we have to write a research paper in here?"
I felt stupid and embarrassed, but I later realized 
that I didn't feel comfortable with the whole situation in 
general. I still didn't have a working understanding of wnat 
the class, the special section, should be about. I didn't
feel comfortable with what I had planned (Our 
Times/2 ..."our" times, indeed), nor with what I had to otter 
as a teacher: one semester's experience, a dash of theory, 
two heaping cups of self-doubt.
What's more, I felt as though I really didn't belong 
with Indian students. With the exception of three, they all 
came from reservations and spoke in a reservation dialect. 
And. I really felt awkward with the older stude ics. I 
thought I should have been older, darker, and, especially, 
more experienced.
I guess I fell into my own stereotype, an essentialist 
model of my own making. For the first time in my life, I 
felt like a "wannabe"; wishing I was Vine Deloria, I grilled 
myself about, why I was even there in the first place. I 
thought about what attracted me to these students: the talk, 
the kidding, the familiar humor— that distinctive Indian 
humor that I grew up on, the voices of my uncles Duke and 
Vern, the constant ribbing I took from those guys. And then 
I realized that I hadn't been disappointed. Jerry, sitting 
there laughing in my face, not giving two shits about my 
theoretical anxiety... I was being too serious, too 
theoretical, to get the joke. I was the joke (and it was 
funny); I just had to get it.
I got it: "relax." Relaxation through humor is a 
time-honored Indian tradition, and I remember well many a 
family crisis when my father would make a joke at just the
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right time, say, when the utilities company came to turn off 
our power. "Jan, you go out there and write him a check," 
he told my mom once. "I'll sneak around and get his car 
battery." Humor is a way to laugh at ugly situations--like 
mine~-and teasing is a means of communicating the message. 
"For centuries... teasing was a method of control of social 
situations by Indian people," Deioria writes. "Rather than 
embarrass members of the tribe publicly, people used to 
tease individuals they considered out of step with the 
consensus of tribal opinion" (147). When Jerry laughed in 
my face, I was reminded of how that worked, what it felt 
like. I realized that it hadn't happened in my non-Indian 
classrooms; it was the first "cultural" difference I made 
note of, and I made a point to see how it would work in the 
future, v/hich it did on many occasions, often at my expense.
This moment of eureka didn't last, although letting my 
guard down helped me get acquainted with the students 
better. And that was fun. In a sense, it was like being 
with my family again: the humor, tne talk, the look--it was 
all so comfortably familiar. From that point on, however, 
the course was a turbulent succession of attempted starts 
and stops, starts and stops, like a '74 Oldsmobile with bad 
carburetor. For the first two months the class was a real 
drag, for me and the students.
We started out talking and reading about rock music and 
popular culture. I thought this was a swell idea--if I were
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a student, I would have loved talking about rock music in 
class— and it worked out fine in my other class, but here it 
seemed like just another class topic. There were a couple 
of interesting projects— Darlene analyzed a local Top-40 
station's playlist and the (lack of) women and minority 
artists it featured, and Marty wrote a paper on Bob Mar ley 
and compared his views on the legalization of g a m  a to the 
Native American Religious Freedoms Act— but the rest of the 
class groaned and creeped and wrote as painfully about U2 as 
they might have about Lacan. Unlike in my other class, I 
simply couldn't seem to make anything relevant--try as I 
might.
Class discussions were awful. Most of the students 
were quiet, witn the exception of three or four men with 
obnoxious, scrappy attitudes, and Darlene, who alone had to 
represent not only all women but all reason, it seemed. 
Darlene was great, a lifesaver at times, and she would 
eventually teach me a lot. But for now she is in my mind's 
eye with a disgusted look on her face, while Solomon, Jerry, 
and Brad make light of whatever idea happens to be on the 
table and the rest of the students sit there, looking down.
There was an obvious gender gap. The four women in the 
class were pleasant, quiet (except for Darlene), reflective, 
and reasonable, I thought. Of the older men, two— Marty and 
Bill--were quiet in class, and the other two— A1 and 
Solomon— were quick, judgmental, and mean. Jerry laughed
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all the time. Will was never there. trad and Lyle just sat 
and stared. Beiore long, I started expecting this split; I 
created a self-fuxfilling prophesy in which the men were 
sure to challenge anything either I or the women had to say, 
and I got what I expected.
When I showed ’’Dreamworlds," an exploration of the ways 
in which women are exploited in rock video, to both of my 
classes, I got a defensive reaction from both groups of men. 
But while in my non-Indian section the reaction from the 
women was listened to (if not agreed with), in this class, 
the women who dared speak up~-Darlene and Equay— were both 
shot down with a nasty male rebuttal. I couldn't control 
the discussion at all; the usual men were so eager to yell 
their opinions that I had to continually interrupt the 
interruptions.
’’Wait a sec— Darlene, what were you saying?"
"I was just pointing out that it's not just rock videos 
that do this; it's everywhere. Commercials..."
"Yeah, what about commercials?" Solomon would say, "How 
come he didn't go after commercials...?"
"Shhh, we'll get to that. Darlene?"
"Well, what I mean is that it seems to be 
everywhere..."
Jerry: "What, arr you saying men are immune to this?"
"No..."
And so on. It seemed impossible to get an intelligent
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discussion going about anything; instead, we Kept getting 
into free-for-alls, romper-room debates.
It was especially troubling to me because I had worked 
so hard to create a discussion-friendly class. I emphasized 
the importance of good discussion continually, from the 
first day on. I ret the discussions go where they may 
(v/ithin reason) , hoping to avoid anything that even 
resembled a lecture. This was my understanding of Freire at 
the time. I was attempting to create a "culture circle" 
from a student-centered dialogical philosophy. I figured 
that meant seeing myself as a moderator--drawing people into 
discussion, keeping things rolling--not as the locus of 
knowledge. That's what I did. What was so frustrating was 
that it was v/orking so well in my other class, using the 
same text, the same schedule, yet dying so miserably in 
here.
Stagnation continued. People missed more 
class--especially Will, easily the most experienced 
writer— and those who didn't sat slumped in their seats for 
the most part. Class was boring, the readings were boring, 
the students were boring, and I was boring. I tried to make 
things interesting, to have some fun, but it was beyond me 
and things continued to stagnate.
Darlene finally had a talk with me that gave me some 
much needed insight into what was happening. She agreed the 
class was a drag. I had been talking with her, praising and
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thanking her for her contributions,, apologizing for the men, 
when she finally told me, "You don't understand our schools. 
You've never been to a reservation school before, have you?" 
I told her I hadn't. And then I realized how important that 
was. I asked her to continue.
Darlene1, told me that everyone thought I was a 
"pushover," and the class, a "free-for-all." She told me 
that her schools were strict, very cut-and-dried:
I'm not saying they were good schools or had high 
standards or anything. But they had tough rules, 
like no talking in class, and make sure your 
homework is done. If you broke the rules, you 
were punished.
She thought I was seen as someone who wasn't going to 
enforce the rules, that the students had taken my invitation 
to discuss freely as a license to talk freely, to interrupt 
freely, to joke freely. Darlene suggested I “get tough" 
with the students.
It made sense. Later, Solomon would write about Indian 
schools in his journal:
Because I came from a white school, I was supposed 
to be more educated than my peers. Teachers asked 
me more than my share of questions, and how I was 
taught at the white schools.
I called my dad and asked him if Darlene's distinction 
was correct, if Indian schools were more highly
55
regimented--successfully or otherwise, it didn't
matter— than other public schools. He thought so, too. He
talked about Chief Bug-O-Nay-Gee-Shig, "the Bug School,"
Cass Lake, and other schools he had worked in, about their 
emphasis on discipline and control, He also added that 
those schools were largely unsuccessful at it.
I thought about my role— the friendly, open, 
Freewheeling Young Teacher— in my two classrooms, how 
differently such a character would be perceived by different 
groups. I had a teacher like that— Mr. Jacobsen, or Jake, 
as he let us call him, my shop teacher. We saw him as an 
older brother, a fun guy who would let us swear, play the 
radio, and make what we wanted to— and we all attempted 
good, ambitious projects. For students in my school, Jake 
was a gift, someone on the far left side of the 
Freewheeling-Fascist continuum. For students from a 
regimented, disciplinary school, however, that teacher could 
be seen as a weak link, an anomaly, a lucky break. So might 
I .
That realization didn't make me any more comfortable 
with the thought of "getting tough," however; I didn't know 
how to read this in a Freirean light. Still, something had 
to change. We were halfway through the semester at this 
point, and the tunnel was still long and foreboding.
I decided to do two things: 1) ally myself with the 
women, without apology, rather than play the unsuccessful
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moderator; and 2) turn the class completely over to the 
students, first by giving them oral group reports to do. 
Rather than get tough, I figured, I would just get honest: 
the women, as a group, were being better students, so I 
would honestly reward them as such. And, since my 
discussion leading wasn't working out so well, I thought 
making the students get up and lead for a day might teach 
them some respect. So, I put them into groups and sat back 
for four days and listened.
Each group was given a role-playing assignment (a 
school board, an arts group, etc.) and a problem to 
research, deliberate upon, and propose solutions for. Two 
groups did a pretty good job, a third was a little light in 
their research but okay, and the final group gave a 
presentation only three minutes long. "That's it?" I asked. 
That was it.
I don't know what I would have done if Brad hadn't 
smirked, but he did, and I pur my foot down. I told them 
their report was unacceptable, that they received no credit 
for it whatsoever, and that it was an insult to the groups 
who actually did some work. I didn't yell or anything; I 
simply said my piece and dismissed everyone. Later, Gerri 
(the lone woman in the group) told me she thought she 
shouldn't go down for the actions of her group. I told her 
1 understood how she felt, and asked her what she wanted me 
to do about it. She said she wanted another chance, so I
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told her I would give her group another chance if she would 
lead it. She did, and a week later they went again, with a 
much better performance.
While I think it was wise to put my foot down, I was 
later troubled by my group assignments, something which I 
now see as the heart of my troubled course. The 
"role-playing” assignments I gave them came from the course 
texts (i.e. the "arts-funding group" dealt with issues 
raised by readings on censorship, etc.). Both the 
assignments and the course texts— for that matter, the whole 
course— were so uninspiring and unengaging, I think, because 
they were so obviously white.
The authors we read were white, the subjects we 
discussed were white (I mean, really, arts funding?), and 
the whole message of the class up until that point, I think, 
was that composition is training for the white world. It's 
better out there. And I was an emissary from that world, a 
goofy liberal guy from the university Department of 
Assimilation. I was complicit.
I changed my approach and revised the syllabus. I 
added a Leslie Silko story and a Vine Deloria essay to the 
reading list and started new conversations about language, 
about writing and composition. We took a week off from 
class and went to some Time-Out activities— seminars, 
speeches, a pow-wow, all part of the University's yearly 
week-long "celebration" of Native American culture— then
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talked, and v/rote about them. In effect, I tried to salvage 
the second half of the class by acknowledging that Indians 
were in the room in a way I was afraid to before, back when 
"this was just another 102 course." Things got much more 
interesting.
Will started getting more out of our readings, tying 
Brent Staples' essay, "Just Walk On By," to his own life:
As I read Staples I remember all the times that 
this happened to me. I remember the stairs, 
people walking faster away from me after they seen 
me, so to ease my own tension I started to walk 
slower, didn't make eye contact with anyone, 
dressed nicer, cut my hair short, but even 
after all this I still feel the tension in others 
as they approach me...
Will read this in class and we discussed it, remarking at 
how odd it is that anyone could be afraid of Will--and 
locating this fear within a culture of racism, where long 
hair is a threat ("Charles Manson"?). In the Indian world, 
short hair is a sign of mourning; for Will, it was a message 
to white strangers: "I'm not going to hurt you." Then 
again, for Will, I guess it was still a sign of mourning.
Lyle wrote a piece about his looks and ethnicity, one 
that I and several other students could relate to:
I live in a small town and everyone knows me 
there. I would say half of the people do not
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think I am Native American. Three forths of the 
small towns around the area would think the same 
way. Some of my friends cut down Indians right in 
front of me like I am one of them and I am, but 
I'm also Indian. So when I tell them that I am 
Indian, they say we were not talking about you.
You are different. And others feel bad about wi at 
they have said. I think they are my true friends. 
Solomon responded with another take:
My earliest recollection with the word racism came 
as I entered the third grade in...a small boarding 
school...My first thought was, "Great, friends." 
Well, it turned out I was definately WRONG! I am 
an Arikara and the other Indians at this school 
were Navaho, so I spent the rest of the school 
year running from them at recess...The reason for 
this hostility was because I was not as dark brown 
as they were.
This sparked lively discussions about race, ethnicity 
and mixedbloodedness— a theme which I would pursue in fuller 
depth in future classes, but one which, for this class 
anyway, had students talking, thinking, and relating to one 
another, in a way that was missing before.
The most political— and most shocking— discussion we 
had in class came from something Ann had written, in which 
she quoted from an old Aberdeen, South Dakota m^wspaper:
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...the Pioneer has before declared that our only 
safety depends upon ':he total extermination of the 
Indians. Having wronged them for centuries, we 
had better, in order to protect our civilization, 
follow it up with one more wrong and wipe these 
untamed and untamable creatures from the face of 
the earth.
"This editorial," Ann wrote, "was published five days after 
the Wounded Knee Massacre...Ten years later, the writer of 
the editorial, L. Frank Baum, wrote The Wonderful Wizard of 
Oz." Ann's paper generated much response from the class, 
many of whom who, like their white counterparts, think of 
Indian history as something that happened "way back." The 
editorial— and especially its author— brought them a little 
closer to the past, in part because of the film's 
still-current popularity, in part because of Aberdeen's 
close proximity, and in part, I'm sure, because it was a 
much-denied piece of evidence: that genocide was an actual 
white option. Somebody--somebody they knew— actually wrote 
it down.
The talk was good. At times like these, I thought, 
they were relating themselves to the university, to the 
world surrounding them at that particular time. They were, 
like Bill, seeing themselves in the texts of others and, 
like Ann, reacting. The noisy disagreements continued, of 
course, but within a Native American context. For example,
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one of the Time Out speakers we went to see was Phil St. 
John, an AIM activist from the Twin Cities, a man who 
elicited a strong response from my class:
What does he mean, people who are part-Indian are 
also part-something else? Of course they are.
I'm proud of my Irish heritage too, and if he 
doesn't like, that, too bad.
Another student wrote:
I don't like those AIM guys. Where I come from, 
we say that "AIM" stands for "Assholes In 
Moccasins"
Only one student in the class actually liked St. John's 
presentation, but several wrote papers on Leonard Peltier, 
learning the history behind someone who, as Darlene put it, 
"I had always heard about..but... never really knew the story 
about him. It was incredible, how they set him up."
While our sudden plunge into racial issues did much for 
an otherwise bleeding course, it did go on a little too long 
for some students. Ann wrote in her journal: I've read 
these articles, I know what they are about, but I'm so sick 
of talking about racism...I just don't feel like talking 
about it anymore." Darlene agreed, saying, "I'm not here to 
get into the old white-bashing thing— I'm here to get 
ahead." She looked frustrated when we talked about the old 
white-bashing thing, remarking once, "A guy in one of my 
classes just asked me, 'Oh, why don't you just assimilate?'
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I told him, 'I'm here, aren't I? What do you think I'm 
doing?”
In actuality, Darlene was no assimilationist. But she 
balked when words like ’’racism” or "oppression" were used, 
and it was something she gave me to think about: why?
Perhaps it had to do with her mixedblood background and 
upbringing. Perhaps it was her hesitancy to criticize what 
was so strongly a part of her: her family, her education, 
her values. Or perhaps it had something to do with the 
signifiers we had been using, "Indian" being one, "culture" 
being another.
Still, the words saved the course from falling into the 
obscurity of arts-funding hell. Darlene, remember, was one 
of a very few in the class who was doing well before we got 
into the old white-bashing thing; the rest of the class 
picked up afterwards. Perhaps she is like my father, in a 
way, looking for that Platonic B, seeing the talk about 
racism and assimilation as an obstruction to something. 
Perhaps not. But I took her concerns to heart and wondered 
if it was even possible to strike some sort of balance. I'm 
still wondering.
After our unit on race and racism we spent the rest of 
the semester working on autobiographies, several of which 
continued exploring the themes we had just raised. Brad, 
who had pretty much spent the first half of the semester
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saying “huh?", became positively poetic in a paper he wrote 
about minorities, politics, and his future:
The day that they give power to the minority is 
the day that the world will come together and he 
able to share power amongst each other. The day 
that all the laws and powers of this country are 
equally shared amongst the people, where all 
benefit, we will be at peace and comfort with each 
other. That is when racial tension ends and all 
sexes will live equally, and live in an equal 
society. It won't matter what color or sex you 
are. Your achievement in the society will be 
determined by )our education and leadership. You 
will be able to be anything you want to be without 
any politics. You won't have to fit a certain 
shape to be something that you want to be.
Ann's last paper was a 12 page account of her experience 
riding in Si Tanka Wokiksuye, the Big Foot Memorial Ride.
The first page of her paper was a personal note to me:
I don't know why, but this paper was real hard to 
sit down and write. Probably because I feel so 
strongly about it. As I re-read it, I've left so 
much out. It's just easier to talk about cuz so 
much happened. It's not that good.
-Ann
She was wrong; it was good. She had made editorial
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choices~-what to put in and what to leave out--and, after 
talking about it with me, she realized that she had done 
okay after all. She had experienced growth as a writer.
And she had done it in an Indian way, in an Indian 
discourse. After describing the first part of her ride, she 
wrote how her feet were frostbitten and she was first in 
great pain, then numbness:
I was getting colder and colder. Dale had slowed 
down, and wasn't riding beside me anymore. I 
started to get so scared. I didn't want to start 
crying because I thought I was strong, and able to 
handle the cold.
Soon, the cold became unbearable; Ann found the strength she 
needed:
I heard this voice telling me that I could make 
it, and not to give up. It told me to push, and
to ride on. I was scared, but I urged my horse
on, and then I heard more voices and I made myself
stop crying. I kept asking "how far?" and they 
kept saying, "Just over the next hill." Finally, 
it was over.
And so was the class. I was glad it was over, but I 
learned a lot, and when I was offered the Native American 
section the following semester, I took it, Jerry, who 
laughed in my face the first day, wrote in his evaluation of
the class:
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Maybe I'm totally off with this opinion of mine, 
but I signed up for this class because I thought 
v/e were going to approach Native American issues 
only. But the only time we even really talked 
about these was during Time Out and at the end of 
the semester i
Another contradiction. But one with which I agreed. I 
would teach the class again, but this time it wouldn't be 
"just another section," it would truly be, I hoped, a Native 
American classroom.
*  *  A ft
"Just cultural"
Teaching that first course started me thinking about 
all sorts of things. Pedagogy, most of all, but also things 
of a personal nature: ethnicity, identity, history, and 
Indianness. One of my students, Marty, invited me to sweat 
with him and some friends and before long we became close, 
sweating and socializing on a regular basis. Our roles 
exchanged, he the teacher and T the student, Marty and I 
spent a great deal of time talking about Indian culture, 
spirituality, and meaning— often in its awkward relation to 
university life. I developed an immense respect and 
admiration for him and he took it upon himself to teach this
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young punk a thing or two about living. I spent many 
evenings at his home, playing with his kids for awhile and 
then, after they had gone to bed, sitting long into the 
night with him and his wife, talking, sometimes until 
morning. He taught me many things. The first time I went 
to his hometown and met much of his family he introduced me 
as "Scott, Anishinabe from Minnesota," and I have to admit 
it felt good. It felt comfortable.
Soon, I met other Indian people at the university and 
started taking note of their academic and personal lives, 
which often seemed incongrous. Most of the people I got to 
know were older students with families, usually living in 
student housing. Their lives were stressful and burdensome 
with constant financial worries. Their daily routines were 
balancing acts, with child care, bills, screwed-up financial 
aid packages and academics all competing for their 
attention. Most of the men and several of the women I knew 
were recovering alcoholics and, with all the stresses of 
life, were living within that constant tension of temptation 
and responsibility. Still, the laughter was frequent and 
plentiful. I remember celebrating one man's graduation from 
UND, a middle-aged person who had fallen off the wagon a few 
times that year. A friend congratulated him and told how he 
hadn't been able to finish his own studies. "Drinking got 
me kicked out of that university," he said. "Shit," the 
graduate replied, "Drinking got me through that university!"
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I went back home several times that summer and visited 
my relatives, with a different view of them. I spent a 
great deal of time with my grandparents, talking about 
everything, asking more questions about the past than I ever 
had. They picked up on this quickly, kidding me about my 
sudden interest in "Indian stuff." "Since when are you an 
AIM guy?" my uncle Vern joked. I expected this, but I also 
noticed that they seemed pleased with what I was doing, my 
work as well as my personal life. They also seemed pleased 
with the sweating that I, and eventually my brother, were 
doing— especially my grandfather, who remembered the 
ceremonies his grandfather, Nay-tah-wish-kung, had 
conducted. My grandmother too, but with a twist. "I'm glad 
you're doing that stuff," she said, "It's a good way to 
learn about your culture." "But," she added, "be careful.
As long as it's just cultural, fine, but if you start 
believing in those spirits, you'll be dealing with the 
devil!"
We went to the Leech Lake Fourth of July pow-wow and 
during the honoring of veterans dance I hel my 
grandfather's arm and supported him as he joined in the 
circle of mostly older men, his head down, his legs 
shuffling awkwardly to the steady beat of the drum...
No. That's not what happened. I wanted it to happen 
that way, but my grandfather didn't want to go out into the 
circle. He laughed, looked embarrassed, and declined my
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invitation several times. Later, however, when the new 
tribal chair was introduced and honored, he jumped up from 
his seat without saying a word and walked right to the front 
of the line of well-wishers. He budged right in, shook the 
chair's hand, made a joke (I saw him laugh), and walked 
right back, "How odd," I thought, but then later it made 
more sense. My grandfather isn't a dancer, but he is an 
elder.
Grandpa suffers from emphysema and sometimes confused 
old age. He doesn't understand what I do; he knows that I 
teach writing and take classes in "Indian stuff," but I 
suspect he also thinks I'm going to become a medical doctor. 
He's been in the hospital several times in the past few 
years and when I visit he always tells the nurses that I'm 
"going to be a doctor." I tried to explain it once, that 
the doctorate I want isn't in medicine, but have since let 
it go. "You're a smart guy, Scotty," he said, "I'm sure 
proud of you." And he is. He knows that I'm doing 
something good, that I'm a "smart guy."
Before long the pedagogical and the personal became 
completely intertwined. Questions, questions: What is the 
university for? For Indian people? Come to think of it, 
what are "Indian people"? How traditional does one have to 
be to be an "Indian"? If one isn't "trciditiona 1, " what 
then? What is a "non-traditional Indian person"? Can
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someone return to "tradition"? And how would a university 
education play with that? Come to think of it, what is a 
"university education"? Many of my Indian friends were 
majoring in Indian Studies, being taught by white people: 
what of that? And what about me, my role; what am I, a 
confused mixedblood on the lines and in the margins of 
identity in so many respects, doing in my "Native American 
section" of a course in "English literacy" at the 
traditionally "white" "university"?
Marty told me flat-out once that he felt as though he 
most definitely had "sold out." The university is a 
location of whiteness, in his view, regardless of Indian 
Studies or Native American programs or whatever. To him, it 
is clear; whac ne was doing was a white thing, the natural 
progression of the trajectory of colonization. He lived 
with it, participated in it, out of the need for survival, 
but lived with this contradiction daily: this was no way, no 
how an "Indian" place nor "Indian" thing to do. It was a 
necessary thing to do. Like the Bible, he told me, "that 
Jewish history," the university "doesn't tell us anything 
about us. We're not in it at all." No matter how kind or 
well-meaning (or dark-skinned) the missionary, what's being 
sold— or forced— is a non-Indian philosophy. And, I 
thought, the same could be said of the writing teacher.
But, I wondered, what about multiculturalism? What 
about "multiple literacies"? What about diversity?
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Celebrating difference? "Free to be/You and me" (Buffy 
Saint Marie)? Could it be that this is all meaningless lip 
service paid by a society hellbent on assimilation and 
control?
It could be. It might be.
But does it have to be? In my classroom anyway? I 
returned to my theorists, including some new ones I had read 
along the way, to people like Patricia Bizzell, Jay 
Robinson, Ann E. Berthoff, and Paulo Freire, leftists who 
are revolutionary in their emphases on starting pedagogy 
with the lives of students themselves. What might a 
pedagogy based on their theory mean, provide, or look like? 
For Robinson, it would start with the students' own 
language, Indian English, with an affirmation--not 
denouncement (which happened to my father)— of the 
reservation dialect; for Berthoff, this means I must "begin 
with where they are" (9), as thinkers and language-users; 
for Bizzell this enterprise should always point to literacy 
as both means and end to the development of a "critical 
consciousness." Bizzell's thinking starts with Freire, of 
course, whose classic Pedagogy of the Oppressed argues for 
the drawing out of "generative themes," ideas and concepts, 
or "namings," which provide the class with its material.
The class or "culture circle" develops its own vocabulary 
from its themes which must be produced from the culture
itself.
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My role, in a (post) Frairean classroom is that of the 
"teacher/student," a facilitator— not a leader or 
"teacher"— of learning, which will work both ways. Unlike 
my first semester, when I presented myself as the guy with 
the answers— an emissary from and to out there— this next 
course would place me in the position of one who was there 
to learn with and from my students, which was already 
happening anyway. That was my plan, anyway.
Still, I was troubled with the same questions, about 
the relationship between "culture," "Indianness," the 
university, and my class. Marty's words stayed with me for 
quite some time. So did my grandmother's— "As long as it's 
just cultural, fine, but if you start believing..."— words 
which, to me, went to the heart of this whole 
"multiculturalism" debate; that is, she makes a distinction 
between "culture" and "belief," one which I think the 
university— along with other social institutions— -also 
makes: namely, that "culture" can be defined, declared, and 
dealt with. The university is multicultural because it 
sponsors the yearly Time Out week, replete with feathers, 
drums, and dancing. My section is "culturally sensitive" 
because we'll read James Welch instead of Our Times/2. Of 
course, none of this makes up for the fact that, come Monday 
morning, an Indian student will have to get to class by 8:00 
a.m. sharp to deliver a neatly typed paper on Indian oral 
tradition, or that, should another student fail her
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accounting exam, she will be placed on academic probation, 
then possibly kicked out, to return home to a reservation 
with an 80% unemployment rate. "Diversity” can be 
celebrated, but on whose terms? whose property? And when 
you think about it, exactly what are we "celebrating"? The 
American Indian? What the hell is that, anyway?
These were some of the thoughts, questions, and 
struggles I carried into the classroom on the first day of 
my second semester teaching the course. I didn't have 
answers, exactly, but I did have some plans steeped in a 
good bit of theory. I would strive for "teacher/student" 
status by opening up the class to talking and writing about 
Indianness from the outset: what it is, means, does, and 
expects. We would read Indian authors almost 
exclusively— specifically James Welch and the Lakota Times 
(an Indian newspaper which later became Indian Country 
Today)— to affirm English and literacy as Native American 
possessions, tools, culture. I wasn't sure about any of 
this— how it would go, what I would need to do to pull it 
off— but I was committed to creating some sort of Indian 
location of learning, to view the "special" section as a 
strength, a powerful one, an end to itself, rather than as a 
place of "adjustment" or "transition" to someplace else, out 
there. I wanted this to be the basis for my teaching, and I 
was also excited to continue my learning.
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The weekend before school started, I went to Bena with 
my grandparents and visited with my grandfather's brother 
Earnest and his wife Margaret. Earnest, an eighty-four year 
old man, had spent the morning harvesting wild rice from 
Six-Mile Lake alone, poling and knocking the rice all by 
himself— a near-impossible task for anyone, let alone an 
elder. When we got there, he was also processing the rice 
himself— an art forgotten by most people, like my uncles who 
send theirs to a processing plant— going through the 
finished batch by hand, removing the remaining husks with 
the gentle c re of a surgeon. I helped him, listening to 
him and Margaret speak Chippewa to each other, and realized 
with a sudden, cold epiphany that I had absolutely no 
understanding of what they were saying or doing, ana that I 
might never.
Later, driving back to Laporte, I would try one more 
time to explain to my grandfather what it was I was doing in 
graduate school, that I don't have designs on the medical 
profession, but he didn't seem too interested this time so 
we just drove home.
* * * *
Fall 1993s The Three R's
"Good God, there are twice as many students as last 
time."
There were two problems with this sudden realization 
which came to mind almost immediately: 1) that my cozy idea 
of a "culture circle" would be a little more difficult to 
manage, and, more imperatively, 2} that there weren't enough 
chairs in Merrifield 121 to seat even two-thirds of this 
group. I had to think on my feet...literally.
I was nervous that first day. On the one hand, I felt 
more confident of my position as a teacher in this 
particularly cramped classroom, specifically in terms of 
understanding— at least somewhat— my students' "cultural 
identities" (and my own). The course the previous year had 
taught me much, as had the numerous talks about Indian 
schooling I had with my father, sister, grandparents, and 
other relatives, and also the extensive time I had spent 
with Marty and other Indian people I came to know. I felt 
more in touch with myself and, I thought and hoped, with my 
students. I had done some travelling out to some 
reservations in western North Dakota to get a better feel 
for the landscape and people— which proved useful; there was 
a different feel to the land than that back home. I also 
felt good about the trips home I had made. It all helped.
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Still, I had some real trepidations about setting foot into 
my classroom once again. After all, I had had a tough time 
with that first class. Plus, I felt the pressure 
ofresposibility: to improve my understanding of the class, 
the dynamics of the classroom, and my own relation to it 
all.
After we got ourselves a bigger room, I studied the 
makeup of this much larger group. For some reason, the 
section hadn't been capped and I ended up with twenty-four 
students instead of the usual maximum of twenty-two. Two 
dropped the first week and I was surprised to find others 
trying to get in; one even attended class for a week before 
I finally convinced her that all hope was lost and that she 
should quit coming. There was a high demand for the course. 
One of the reasons for this, I learned, was some 
(surprising) good word-of-mouth from some of my former 
students during the summer. (I even heard that Darlene was
recommending it to people.) It was good to see a fresh 
group, alive and ready for the moment.
The class makeup was diverse: there were students from 
Turtle Mountain, Ft. Berthold, Cheyenne River, Ft. Totten, 
and Pine Ridge. I also had a Blackfoot student from Montana 
and a Mohawk woman from New York. With the exception of 
myself, there was no one from Minnesota. More than a third 
of the class was from Turtle Mountain, nearly all of them 
eighteen years old, fresh from high school, sitting together
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like frightened baby ducks. About one-fourth of the class 
grew up off the reservation: three in Bismarck, two in Grand 
Forks, and one in a rural, white North Dakota town.
Women outnumbered men 2 to 1. Three of the women and 
two of the men were single parents living with their 
children. One male student was married with children; 
another female student married during the course of the 
semester (supplying me with the first, but not the last, 
time a student used "eloping" as an excuse to miss class). 
Two female students lived with parents in town.
The ages of my students ranged from eighteen to thirty 





A class of mixedbloods: only one student identified 
himself as "fullblooded," a tall, hefty man with an intense 
stare and long black braids; he stood out from the other 
students, many of whom were light-skinned and, in some 
cases, fair-haired and blue-eyed. Although I later found 
out that he wasn't "fullblooded" in the genetic sense of the 
term, he was in the cultural sense; he lived a traditional 
lifestyle as best he could and was respected by many as a 
cultural and spiritual leader on campus. He figured 
prominently during our work that semester.
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Our class formed a semi-circular seating arrangement, 
amphitheater-like, the center of which I usually occupied. 
Seating in the class was largely grouped by tribal 
background (with the Turtle Mountain people sitting 
together, etc.), with the exception of six young women who 
occupied a section of desks by the door, women who met 
through this class and became fast friends. There were 
three sets of sisters who sat with each other every day: two 
young twins from Bismarck, two women in their late 20's from 
Belcourt, and two from Pine Ridge. The two older men— a 
thirty-tv/o year old married man and a thirty-six year old 
single father, both sat toward the front, often on either 
side of my desk. For the most part, the seating was 
conducive to quality discussion; everyone could see everyone 
else and there was little room to hide.
I taught the course in accordance with the new UND 
Pilot Program, a model utilizing primary texts and portfolio 
writing, revising, and grading. Our texts were a novel, 
Fools Crow by James Welch; a national Indian newsweekly, 
Lakota Times (later, Indian Country Today); assorted essays 
which I brought in; and a film, Thunderheart. As a 
"cultural text," we studied an emerging campus-wide 
controversy concerning the "Fighting Sioux" nickname and 
mascot, and had a couple of guest speakers, UND students who 
were involved with the controversy-one which raged in our 
classroom as divisively as it did on campus, which I will
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later describe. I also took a group of students to Moorhead 
to listen to Indian activist Suzan Shown Harjo (who, in a 
rare moment of inactivisin, got sick and cancelled after we 
got there). I required four five-page papers in multiple 
drafts, several short "reader responses," extensive in-class 
writing, and one essay exam on the novel. With few 
limitations, students were free to pick their own essay 
topics.
I introduced a "theme" to the class early on: 
"Indianness." A general rhetorical question at the 
beginning, it was a question we came back to often. Other 
than that, I made it a point not to bring "generative 
themes" to class— I wanted the class to produce them 
themselves. It was scary, but I thought important to handle 
things this way. This is what Freire did and, as Jane 
Tompkins has noted, "[h]e argues that if political 
revolution is to succeed, pedagogy must first enact that 
very unalienated condition which the revolution presumably 
exists to usher in" (653), or, in other words, mean it when 
you presume to liberate the classroom. "Trust the 
students," Tompkins writes, "You have to believe that the 
students will come through and not be constantly stepping 
into the breach" (659). For me, this meant telling my 
students "Okay, this is an Indian classroom, what does that 
mean?"— and waiting to see what comes up, then to build upon
that.
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One of the things I most wanted to see happen v/as the 
development of a political discourse in our classroom. By 
this time, Freirean pedagogy had become for me an imperative 
philosophy, discussions of "oppression" transformed into 
mental pictures: a female student-friend, the head of a 
large household, drunk and crying in the street; another 
student unable to return home in fear for his life; still 
another who confessed his involvement in an unsolved 
drug-related crime; and my own people, Jimmie-Doug Lyons 
(age 22) and Tommy Lyons (age 14) both killed by their own 
hands. During the course of the summer, the class, what had 
first been for me a curiosity about myself and others, had 
transformed into something much more important, something I 
might be able to do. With the exception of a FREE LEONARD 
PELTIER bumpersticker on my car and listening to my father 
complain (almost daily) about the financial excesses of the 
tribal council, my involvement in improving the lives of 
Indian people had been neither much a goal nor an 
interest— what could I possibly do, anyway? But that had 
changed and the class, it seemed to me, was something I 
could do. This was my attraction to Freire.
As Henry Giroux has noted, however, Freirean pedagogy 
in practice doesn't alway retain its liberatory element:
What has been increasingly lost in the North 
American and Western appropriation of Freire's 
work is the pruruund and radical nature oi res
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theory and practice as an anti-colonial and post 
colonial discourse. (15)
Patricia Bizzell agrees, adding that while a truly 
revolutionary application of Freirean pedagogy doesn't 
require a teacher to head for "the revolutionary 
barricades," it does demand "attending to the ontent of 
critical consciousness":
For Freire, studying one's meaning-making 
processes is not enough; one must study how these 
meaning-making processes are culturally 
constituted and, to be more precise, selectively 
constituted to maintain the social privileges of 
some groups and the disenfranchisement of others. 
(54)
This was a scary desire for me. These ideas, this way 
of thinking, not to mention teaching itself: it was all so 
new to me, so important and powerful, and I was so 
inexperienced. My pedagogy and, really, my identity: these 
were new, emerging understandings in my life. In my own 
way, I too was just learning to "name the world." It was, 
and still is, a complex and awesome process. I knew at this 
point that I wanted to try it, but I was very frightened.
Political activism of any kind is a tricky thing in 
Indian communities. Gerald Vizenor has written about the 
failure of the Communist Party in America to entice tribal 
activists to join forces, saying that the somber tone of
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socialist prose didn't bode well with the Indian love and 
trust of humor. Ana, as Vine Deloria noted in 1969, Indian 
people are reluctant to join political movements like the 
Civil Right movement:
Many expect Indians to be marching up and down 
like other people, feeling that all problems of 
poor groups are basically the same. But Indian 
people, having treaty rights of long standing, 
rightly feel that protection of existing rights is 
much more important to them. (162)
While I wasn't planning on passing out AIM membership 
cards, I was committed to what Bizzell was arguing for, what. 
Freire said the source of change must be, a transformation 
of consciousness. Still, it seemed an almost impossible 
task. I remembered the comments of my previous class 
("Assholes In Moccasins," "the old white-bashing thing"), 
and thought of my own family who, while often alluding to 
instances of racism or white domination, were more prone to 
complain about other Indians and never about either in any 
form of public discourse. Even the infamous Leech Laker 
Dennis Banks started out his activism with a philosophy that 
"Demonstrations are not the Indian way" (gtd. in Vizenor, 
Landscapes 191) . I knew that, even devoid of a movement or 
some kind of affiliation, if I pressed it too much I would 
lose some, inaybo 1l, of the people in my class.
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So, once again, I closed my eyes and trusted the 
theory: I would start with the lives of the students, and I 
introduced "Indianness" as a theme for the course. "What is 
Indianness?" I asked, "What does it mean to be Indian today, 
here, at the University?" I told them to think about this 
as we moved through our materials.
The entire course was very theme-based, beginning with 
our reading of Fools Crow. I introduced "theme" as a term 
and we talked about what that signified for us in high 
school English class. We used it in a different way then 
what Mrs. Olson did in my own class; I asked students to 
"pull themes" from the book to discuss in class, for 
example, "medicine," "women," "honor," etc. They got the 
hang of it pretty early on and we fell into a comfortable 
routine for awhile; I'd get up and write terms on the board 
which they thought were important to the theme of the day 
and we discussed whatever came from that process. We ate, 
breathed, and lived themes for a while; in conferences, 
looking at their papers, I asked them to point out their own 
themes. And all the while, as I taught and observed myself 
teaching, I pulled out a few themes of my own.
Renegadeim. We coined our own term from something we 
saw happening in the novel, "renegadeism." For us, the word 
referred to the lives of characters who fell in between 
cultures— mixedbloods like Kipp, the army translator, or
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Fast Horse, the novel's "renegade," who ran with a gang and 
brought trouble to his people. Renegadeism: when people 
fall disjointed and lost as a result of colonization and 
thus live outside of all society— red and white. Several 
students thought this happened to a lot of young people 
today, pointing to crime, drugs, and alcohol as a resulting 
end. These activities weren't approved of by their elders, 
the students said, but no matter, they were an inevitable 
result of that process, that feeling of not belonging to 
anything.
One student, Joey, spoke a great deal about this idea, 
and applied the term to his own life in an essay:
I guess renegadeism is what I have been doing my 
whole life, being a reneo \de. When I was a kid me 
and my friend used to steal horses from this white 
guy ’ho hau a ranch. He had a bunch of horses 
that lived in a pasture and every now and then 
we'd get over there and take a couple to my 
grandparent's house, then we'd bring them back.
He probably never even knew it.
Later, he wrote, Joey moved up in the crime racket:
When I was living and going to school in _____, my
uncles were dealing dope and I worked for them 
sometimes, I would drive packages over to houses 
and stuff and they would give me 25, 50, even a 
100 bucks. [That] was a lot of money for [me]...I
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was a renegade then because I knew I couldn't make 
that much money anyplace else.
I myself brought up the suicides of my cousins (they 
left no notes) and some students nodded in acknowledgement 
of that kind of "renegadeism." I thought about how just one 
year before I had sat observing my mentor's class, listening 
to those stories of suicide and making a strange connection 
to the students in the class through them. Now, I thought, 
here I am again, doing it from a different angle, but still 
making those connections. I noticed the irony.
Medicine and Religion. From my journal, dated October 
26, 1993:
IVe talked about an article in the paper today, a 
piece— an obituary, really— about an old woman from pine 
Ridge, Nellie Red Owl. She was a well-respected, outspoken 
woman who said a lot of tough things about contemporary 
Indian life, denouncing among other things contemporary 
sundances (she didn't like it that women were dancing these 
days. She thought they had no business even being there, 
"like in the old days.") The talk moves from Renee who
sundanced at _____ for four years, to Larry, who said in
final frustration, "You know, the buffalo aren't coming 
back!" He said strict traditionalists like Red Owl are 
stuck in the past. (And I know, and I'm not the only one in 
here, that the sundance he runs has been criticized by
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people like [Red Owl].) Renee agrees with him, talking 
about the controversy she had caused with certain older 
members of her family when she did the first of her four 
years. She pulls up her shirt-sleeve and shows the class 
the scars from when she gave flesh. Everyone is silent. I 
ask her a few questions— who ran it, etc.— and thank her for 
sharing her insight. The class is still quiet. I know 
that, besides Renee and Larry, there are no other sundancers 
in here, and I also know that most of them have sundances on 
their reservations. They know about them and also know 
about some of these controversies--and share 'em, too. The 
class is silent for some time and I realize I am treading 
dangerously close to that realm where Christianity, 
traditional religion, and taboo meet.
Indian religion came up when we read Welch's novel 
which utilizes all sorts of spiritual encounters, from 
prophetic dreams, to healing, to talking animal-spirits.
The book was a big hit with students and we talked about 
Welch's use of spirits and visions in a way which doesn't 
try to "explain them away." We talked about visions and 
spirits in contemporary life (the result of a student 
bringing up a family story, a healing) and I had them write 
about medicine and what their reaction was to it in the 
novel and in class. Some students (including Larry and 
Renee) were strong in their beliefs:
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I believe spirits are there with you whether or 
not you believe in them...I personally attend many 
ceremonies. Some I may share in my writing and 
some I will not.
I don't consider it magic. It's medicine. I've 
heard my cousins, grandfathers, etc. talk of the 
healing process. My aunt had cancer. She said 
she went to a medicine man and he healed her. 
Others took an opposite view:
I think the magic is more of an imaginary thing. I 
take it for granted that the talking frog actually 
isn't talking but making frog noises. I know the 
Indians think they can translate. I imagine 
[it's] words they want the frog to say.
...magic has to do with the will of God...I think 
[spirits] are messengers from God.
If you are able to let your imagination run wild, 
these interesting "myths" are easy to believe... 
either that or the people were smoking too much 
peyote.
By and large most students were right in the middle, often 
writing about spiritual encounters that other people have 
had, stories that have been "around." These people, the
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majority of my class, spoke in terms of believing, but not 
personally participating, in traditional Indian medicine:
I think this "magic" is all true...I do know that 
spirits exist and you have to perform special 
ceremonies to get rid of them. My grandma has 
told me many Indian stories about spirits, evil 
and bad.
I believe in the "magic" that relates with the 
spirits and ceremonies. I've heard about 
ceremonies people perform that actually help 
people.
My feeling from our discussions of spirits, medicine 
and ceremonies was that there was a great respect for these 
things, things they have heard about from older relatives or 
friends, or have discussed back home but for the most part 
have limited (if any) direct contact with, the exception 
being those few who practiced traditional ways. There was a 
great deal of respect for stories of spiritual encounters 
that had happened at home, with a minimum of "judgment" or 
dismissal of such matters. Or, at least, that was the 
dominant view in the classroom (whether or not things were 
being judged or dismissed in the minds of students who 
didn't talk is a much different and subtle matter). I know 
my grandmother would have felt uncomfortable, and I also 
know she would not be alone in that feeling.
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Those students who practiced traditional 
spirituality— three that 1 know of--would not describe their 
encounters nor will they write about them, and I knew better 
than to ask. They were eager to talk about certain aspects 
of this part of life, but not about particular happenings 
(visions, some ceremonies, etc.). However, they did seem 
happy to talk about spirituality in general, as a way to 
educate their fellow students and, I suspect, as a chance to 
acknowledge this crucial part of life and culture in a 
classroom, a respectful classroom where the discourse isn't 
anthropological in nature (i.e. "The Indians believe this 
ceremony will purify their souls..."), but rather a place 
where such talk is free, welcome, and appreciated--where the 
conversation is simply that: good, real conversation. These 
students were also happy to draw the line if the questions 
became a little too probing— and I knew this is important to 
respect. The privacy which surrounds some ceremonial life 
is a well-known phenomenon on the rez. There are stories 
around about people who do tell or write v/hat they have 
seen— for example, a vision or secret ceremony. Most all 
r:.edicine men emphasize this: it's just something you don't 
do, I myself was invited to a yuwipi ceremony in South 
Dakota but was warned, English major that I am, not to write 
about it or, I was told, "we'll both die." The spirits 
don't mess around.
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One type of story that came up a couple of different 
times during the semester had to do with pow-wows. Tammy, a 
champion dancer of some repute, wrote about it in one of her 
papers. She v/as reading it to her peer group one day and I 
sat in and listened. Her paper was about pow-wow dancing 
and some of the things she had seen during her sixteen years 
on the circuit. One of the things she talked about was what 
she called "zapping," that is, when someone "powerful" 
shoots some bad medicine into another person, say, a dancer 
they dislike. The results of these attacks vary, from 
merely falling down to suffering seizures to death (although 
she had never personally seen anyone die; she'd heard about 
it, she said). Her peer group was very interested in her 
topic, especially in the "zapping." One young man asked the 
question everyone was wondering about: "Have you ever seen 
this happen?"
Silence, then: "\es."
"Well, what happened?" he asked, grinning slighrly, as 
if about to make contact with something forbidden.
I looked at her, waiting for her response, when she 
suddenly ended the discussion, looking down and shuffling 
her papers. "I can't talk about it."
The group was silent--what would you say?--and so I 




"Because it would be disrespectful." She didn't look
up.
Disrespectful. Disappointment: I could see it in the 
faces. What had been so curious, such a tasty morsel of 
voyeurism for the group, had suddenly become, transformed 
into an issue of respect. But nobody said anything--except 
for the guy who asked the original question, who had an 
ever-so-slight smirk on his face— and the next student 
agreed to read her paper next. I suspect the young man who 
asked the question found the episode a little funny, or 
maybe embarrassing, but I knew he wouldn't say anything more 
about it. It would have been disrespectful.
Another student, Joey, told me (but not the class) 
about a similar experience, something that had happened to a 
friend of his. He was a little less "respectful" in his 
telling:
My friend was dancing and he was wearing this owl- 
bustle but without a sash, and this old guy comes 
up to him and does this [gestures, a throwing 
motion] and wham!— my friend hits the ground.
Joey explained to me that his friend (who, by the way, was 
"out for a few minutes and then came to") had "offended" 
someone by improperly wearing his owl-bustle. Sashless, his 
friend had been disrespectful and paid a price.
Broadly, from what I have seen, most of my students 
possess a strong, if wondering, respect for Indian
91
religion(s), although most students don't have direct, 
personal experience with it. There are a few who simply 
think it's a bit silly, like the young man who held back his 
smirk. From what I can tell, it seems that all of those 
students who thought stories of talking frogs and pow~wow 
zappings were silly were students who grew up off the 
reservation (that's not to say all off-rez students were in 
that group). Reservation students were more likely to be in 
the middle, "hearing about" those sorts of things. Still, 
most all students enjoyed discussing it, e •ther within the 
context of our reading or otherwise. To them, as to me, I 
think it has to do with identity and culture and is 
therefore inherently interesting subject matter, in a 
non~"anthropological" but personal fashion.
As a teacher I was careful not to overstep boundaries 
but to tread lightly within that area, that sphere of taboo. 
I felt as though I knew enough about traditionalists not to 
pry into areas I shouldn't, yet I wanted to get those issues 
out into the open, into an academic atmosphere. Since they 
are so inexorably linked with "Indian culture"— on 
reservations, in mass media, in popular fiction— I thought 
it was something imperative, something that needed to be 
addressed as I had never really heard it addressed before: 
in a classroom setting. I was pleased with our discussions 
about medicine. I thought the class was remarkable in its 
ability to discuss sensitive, diverse issues in ways which
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violated no one's sense of propriety. One student who 
called herself a ’’Christian" exemplifies the complexity of 
this cultural contradiction and the tolerance with which 
some students handle the ambiguity:
I don't believe in the religion because I am a 
Christian but I am not embarrassed of my culture, 
nor do I have a need to erase it.
The Name-Change Controversy. About halfway through the 
semester the campus erupted with the "Fighting Sioux" 
nickname controversy, the result of racist actions— yelling, 
insulting, mimicking— being directed toward an Indian 
student organization's float (and children dancing upon it) 
during the homecoming parade. An ugly series of events, the 
issue raged on all fronts— on campus, in the community, on 
local reservations, and especially in the mass media. A 
student protest group, SOAR (Students Organized Against 
Racism) quickly formed to argue the issues with anyone who 
would listen (or at least grant an audience, which is not 
the same thing as listening). At first, I must admit, I 
thought it was actually a timely— even fortunate— occurance; 
we would get angry together, I thought, raise our 
consciousnesses, raise our fists, and develop a loud, 
unitary political discourse in our outrage.
Ha.
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The Monday after the occurrence, I told the class what 
had basically happened and Larry, the long-braided 
traditional "fullblood" joined in, adding details and 
outrage to my account. My students were visibly shocked and 
angered. We talked a little bit about racism on campus and 
I asked how a racist social mileau is fostered to the point 
where young, white adults can feel at ease screaming racial 
slurs to five- and six-year-old Indian children dancing on a 
float. "That's just the way white people are," Joey said. 
"They're always going to act that way. Why worry about it?" 
This didn't sit well with most students, many of whom argued 
that "not all white folks are racist." Eventually, Larry 
made a speech.
"This campus is worse than other places because racism 
is institutionally fostered." I asked him to clarify.
"I'll give you an example," he said, picking up a copy of 
the student newspaper, "Look. 'Fighting Sioux.' We're 
mascots in the eyes of these people. We're not even real 
people."
We held on to this idea for awhile, examining the fact 
that many Indian schools had names like "Braves" or 
"Warriors" or whatever. We tried to deal with the fine line 
between proud cultural representation and racism. Most of 
my students felt that it was possible to use those images in 
a respectful way, but that it wasn't happening here. All of
94
my students drew the line at "Redskins," however, with 
little debate.
I was pleased with the way this was going. I had 
raised the issue the previous semester with no luck 
whatsoever ("Aw, come on, sports names? Who cares?"), and I 
thought that this would make people finally care.
I also thought Larry was a perfect spokesperson for 
this issue, especially in this class. He and I had 
previously spoken to another class about this issue and I 
thought he had been remarkably well-versed in his argument. 
Plus, in here, Larry was a respected "real Indian." 
Fullblood. His words mattered.
His gentle, poetic outrage transformed into an open 
invitation to that evening's initial SOAR meeting, which I 
seconded by making it an optional weekly writing assignment. 
That night I attended the meeting and, with the exception of 
Larry, saw only one student from my class.
The following class period, my students said they were 
already sick of talking about it. They said they didn't 
want to think, talk, or deal with this subject. Many of 
them had already experienced overt racist backlash.
Dan, a single father of two small children, told the 
class how he sat down in his usual seat in another class 
only to find the words FUCK PRARIE NIGGERS freshly written 
on his desk. "I heard these guys snickering behind me, but 
when I turned around they were all looking up at the
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teacher.1’ Ironically, Dan had already gone on record as 
being against the name-change earlier that semester. A 
month or so later, he would hear white male voices outside 
his apartment window yelling racial slurs; he would respond 
by running outside and chasing the perpetrators in his 
pickup for awhile before finally turning around and driving 
back home to his kids.
Jerilyn, a lightskinned, fairhaired mixedblood from 
Belcourt, told the class about how people talk in front of 
her. "Okay, I know I don't look obviously Indian," she 
said, "so white people just talk in front of me and say 
stuff they probably wouldn't say if they knew I was Indian." 
People said all sorts of things. "It's just like in high 
school when our basketball team would play a white 
school— we'd score a basket or win or something and people 
would say things about 'those damn Indians' or whatever."
I related to what she was saying. I think others in the 
class did too. This is the racism experienced by Indians 
who don't look Indian— an attack not only on your life but, 
conversely, on your identity. Since those words usually 
aren't spoken in the presence of dark-skinned Indians, when 
they are spoken in front of you they not only cut to your 
heart, but deny you that heart.
For the next several class periods we talked about the 
developments of the name-change controversy and it became 
more and more laborious. People started missing class.
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Conversations became heated. One of the principle arguments 
in the class was an intertribal conflict. In words I regret 
uttering to this day, I told the class how a Lakota woman 
had told me that she wouldn't sign the SOAR petition to 
change the name because "the only names on that thing were 
Chippewa." I told them a joke that a Mandan-Hidatsa man 
told me. "Yeah, all those Chippewas on that SOAR 
petition— they probably want to change the name to the 
Fighting Anishinabe."
It's hilarious, but some of my (Chippewa) students 
didn't like it. And then they did become the Fighting 
Anishinabe.
People polarized and avoided discussion of the topic, 
even though I had turned it into a series of writing 
assignments. Soon, the only regular contributors in class 
(besides myself) were Larry and Jerilyn— both of whom had 
spoken so compellingly to the class on this issue, but were 
now engaged in deadlock.
More people started missing class, and I realized I had 
lost control of this issue. I couldn't keep up with all the 
flip-flops: Tom, whose first paper was an argument against 
changing names, suddenly started writing for changing them; 
Margaret, Lucy, and Cindy, who had driven down to Moorhead 
with me to hear Suzan Harjo speak on this very issue, 
suddenly found the issue "dumb," "too much out of nothing, 
and "a waste of time." Joey moved from being a "renegade"
II
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to being a nationalist, bemoaning all "racist white people," 
but failing to write anything of substance on the issue.
And in my course evaluations, several students accused me of 
"taking sides"; one even wrote, "Is Larry a teacher or a 
student? I feel like v/hen you talk to the class you always 
look towards him for approval..."
I thought about my nifty plans for pan-Indian 
solidarity to emerge from this event, but instead all I got 
was a chaotic mess. Everything had been running so 
smoothly, until this. I thought I had anticipated 
everything. I knew about the dangers of seeming 
suspiciously "activist" in Indian communities. I knew about 
eighteen year old attention spans.
And, yes, I knew about intertribal tensions. But, to 
me, those tensions were always tempered by friendly humor. 
For example, just last week my dad picked on a Pine Ridge 
Sioux friend of his, asking, "Hey, what's a B.L.T.?" The 
planned punchline: Black Lab on Toast. His friend's 
response: "What? You mean Bunny Legs on Toast, like what
you Chippewas eat?" That, to me, was the usual form of 
tribal rivalry.
I thought, for once, if any kind of solidarity were to 
emerge, it would be through something like this class. I 
was wrong. But, in retrospect, there was solidarity at the 
beginning of the semester, during our reading of Fools Crow. 
What happened to that?
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Possibly, fear and insecurity had happened to that. 
Looking back and comparing, I think I see an ironic 
commonality: identity building, identity shattering. 
Identities were examined, discussed, and validated at the 
beginning of the semester. Welch's novel served to raise 
themes which we could relate to our everyday 
lives— personal, cultural, and political. We talked about 
racism and cultural collision. We even pinpointed (and 
coined the term) renegadeism— in the novel, in our lives, 
and in larger social spheres. Through this, identities were 
built upon through an academic, theoretical enterprise.
We discussed and wrote about the contradictions of 
cultural talk. The theorizing of our personal concerns led 
to discussions of, really, quite incredible possibilities.
My students engaged in public academic discourse about 
change and contradiction: in religion, in tradition, and in 
culture. Mixedbloodedness became a prominent theme. Now 
I'm thinking of the film Thundcrheart which we saw and of 
the interesting responses to that, especially to the main 
character's situation: a mixedblood trying to resolve his 
own cultural/identity dilemmas. More than that, though, was 
the idea of "mixedbloodedness" which emerged as a metaphor 
for the situations we all find ourselves in today, our 
attempts to resolve the contradictions of English-speaking, 
TV watching mixedbloods at the University of North Dakota. 
For a while, the discussion was quite good.
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And then it ran up against itself and shut down for the 
rest of the semester. From the name-change controversy on,
I had real problems keeping the class together. People 
dropped out (although not offically), gave up, got mad at 
me, and started viewing the class as just another pain in 
the butt. Nearly one-fourth of the class failed. I read a 
good deal of final portfolios with two really good, 
sweat-stained papers and two standard, careless 
do-what-you-have-to five-paragraph essays.
Worse than anger (which can be good), apathy became the 
drug of choice for a lot of students. From their 
half-hearted writing to their skyrocketing absenteeism, many 
of my students just dropped out of the discussion--out of 
the class, yes, but also out of the general talk about 
Indianness. There arose too many conflicts, too many 
struggles to deal with. The cultural contradictions which I 
tried to highlight as a problem of study became too much for 
people to consider and they just left, leaving the classroom 
to me, Larry, and Joey. One trend: almost all of the people 
who left (and failed) were young mixedbloods, urban and 
lightskinned.
When I confronted them about t.nis--in class and in 
private— I got the same responses teachers are used to 
hearing: "I've been sick," "I'm too busy," "I dunno— I 
promise to do better." Not one of them said they felt as
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though their identities had been "shattered," but I know I 
felt that way.
Identity building/identity shattering: like the 
portfolios (first half good, second half heartless) and the 
semester itself (first half good, second half absent), the 
feeling I had was one of elation (and belonging) and then of 
great disappointment (and self-doubt). I distinctly 
remember two different statements made by one of my Belcourt 
students, a white-looking quarterblood named Rick. After a 
week or so of class he asked me if I was Indian.
"What do you think?" I asked in return.
"I think it's obvious that you are. The whole class 
thinks you are, anyway."
"Yeah?"
"Yeah, everyone is excited to actually have an Indian 
teacher for a change, someone who knows a little about what 
he's talking about. Everyone loves this class."
The following semester, however, Rick would tell his 
Composition II teacher, a friend of mine, about his 101 
te ct cher:
"He was okay. He understood us pretty well for a white
guy. "
* * * *
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Just In The Kick Of Time
With two very different, but (I thought) failed, 
approaches behind me, I looked to the future with a mixture 
of disappointment, fear and, ironically, a strange sense of 
security, a feeling that I was learning from my mistakes.
I didn't blame myself completely for the disintegration of 
my previous semester's class (although this took a Christmas 
break's worth of psychoanalytic introspection and two good 
sw< ats to accomplish). Rather, after some time (and now, as 
I write this) I thought that perhaps I hadn't "failed" in 
the long term at all, that perhaps something painful had 
happened to us all, something that might stick. A famous 
educational theorist once remarked that education was what 
remained once we had forgotten everything we had learned.
My grandfather once remarked that he didn't remember 
anything from Flandreau except "church hymns, bad food, and 
gettin' hit."
Residuals: what stays with us after we've forgotten the 
terms, concepts, and specific essays of a class? What gets 
into our consciousness, transforming our thought in new 
(sometimes quiet) ways after school's out?
Residuals: my grandfather remembers being a "bad 
Indian," the result of his "transformation of thought" in 
school. My father remembers being a bad communicator ("WIT, 
WIT," "A B that would stand up to any B in the country").
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With them in mind, my question is, what is the relationship 
between memory and. knowledge? How do those memories of 
school play into conceptions of self, knowledge, and the 
world today? And what happens in between those events?
Perhaps the class was so painful simply because I had 
become (seen as?) too permissive. Perhaps I failed to 
strike a balance between giving my students responsibility 
and freedom and holding them accountable. It requires some 
doing to strike this kind of balance in any class, but here 
especially, with students from both Indian and public 
schools. Indian students often come from schools which, as 
Darlene pointed out to me the previous year, are sometimes 
painfully chaotic, despite their authoritarian attempts. To 
confuse that background with the schooling of most white 
students, or urban Indians, would be a terrible mistake, one 
which I still haven't quite overcome. That could be part of 
it.
Or, perhaps it was something more, something deeply 
interior. Perhaps the classroom became a metaphorical 
reservation agency trading post--and me, the mixedblood 
merchant behind the counter, buying and selling knowledge. 
With strong connections to the Great White Father (which 
they think they need) and a proud bond to the people in the 
encampment (a place "needing” knowledge and power), wouldn't 
I be the perfect, person to resent? And if you were trying 
to learn the ways of wasicu, chamokaman, napikwan, wouldn't
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you resent all the tribal talk? And if you weren't sure of 
who you were, where you were going, and what that meant, 
wouldn't you be anxious too?
Or maybe it isn't even that complicated. Maybe the 
discomfort had less to do with failed approaches and flawed 
theory, and more to do with the productive pain of learning. 
Perhaps the pain and resentment could be likened to growing 
pains: individually (as they were forced to look at 
themselves and each other) and collectively (as they and 
their lives became new, unfamiliar subject matter at the 
university). Perhaps this is what is bound to happen.
Flandreau was (literally) painful for my grandfather; 
it was "wonderful" for my grandmother. Neither studied 
themselves but, rather, the "Western tradition." When my 
grandfather resisted, he was beaten. When my grandmother 
embraced it, she became valedictorian. They both carry the 
residuals of their Flandreau experiences today.
The pain of my students— for the resistors and the 
others— is very much different, I think. It could be the 
pain of unfamiliarity, of new and unusual (Indian) 
surroundings, of looking in the mirror and being held 
accountable for what you say about the image. Some couldn't 
look at it for long, others did but resented it, still 
others looked, saw, and quietly smiled. It's an image none 
of us expected to see at the university.
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It'S also an image none of us expected to write about. 
In many ways, Indian people from reservations have a culture 
that is, as Walter Ong puts it, '’oral residual," or, while 
dependent upon literacy, retaining a great deal of orality 
in cultural, social, and epistemological life. Indian 
people do a great deal of talking about themselves, but much 
less reading and writing, and even then, usually within 
"white" contexts (anthropology, for example).
John Ogbu would argue that, as "involuntary 
minorities," people marginalized by the acts and policies of 
"slavery, conquest, or colonization" (145), Native 
Americans view literacy as a "white" possession, something 
to which one should aspire, but will probably not achieve. 
Compared to "voluntary minorities," immigrants who came here 
often to escape oppressive homeland conditions and thus view 
assimilation and American language, thought, and values as 
ideal, as goals, involuntary minorities have a much tougher 
time operating within institutions like school because "they 
were incorporated into American society against their will 
and had no such expectation" (141). Attitudes and "folk 
theories" of "making it" get into the collective cultural 
and familial histories, consciousness, and lore of voluntary 
minorities; attitudes of betrayal, resentment, and loss are 
characteristic of involuntary minority lore. In the case of 
Native Americans, people with recently suppressed oral 
traditions and forced literacy, and broken treaties, a
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concept like literacy (written language, in English to boot) 
is in fact distrusted. Reading and writing are not yet 
valued on the reservations of my students. But here we are 
in writing class trying to examine Indianness.
So, despite all the pain (my own included), I returned 
the following semester with a few possible explanations, and 
some solace. I also returned to some surprisingly positive 
course evaluations.
What I like most about the Native American 
composition class is being able to write about 
different things on the reservation— yuwipi 
ceremonies, sweats, bootlegging, pow-wows— these 
are things that I am interested in and hope 
whoever reads them will find them interesting to 
read.
A female reservation student compared this class to the 
’’regular" section she took (and dropped) earlier:
I think this composition class is the best class 
I am currently enrolled in. One of my fellow 
students said he wouldn't think of missing this 
class, that it made his whole day just to be in 
the class.
In my white composition class, it was a chore 
everyday just to force myself to go to class.
With the Native American class, I always knew 
there would be friendly smiles and faces to greet
IOC
me every time I showed up for class, so I tried 
not to miss a single class unless I absolutely had 
to.
...which was fairly often. Still, this student— a single 
mother who balanced a rigorously complex life in order to, 
as she said in her first-day writing, "better myself and 
provide a better future for my kids"— managed to take 
something from our painful class that I myself hadn't been 
able to feel: legitimacy and value. The course was painful 
and troubling to both of us--her and me— but something 
happened that, despite all the discomfort, told her she was 
with her own, that what she thought actually mattered, that 
it was important in its difference.
Another female student— a fullblood from Pine 
Ridge— wrote something about me that I still have difficulty 
looking at:
It is especially helpful to have a Native American 
instructor that knows and understands everything 
that you are going through because he has gone 
through it himself at one time or another.
This floored me when I read it. No, no, I haven't 
experienced your life, I thought. I knew the hardships this 
student had endured (and still endures), and her comments 
troubled me not only for her ability to feel a sympathetic 
bond with me, but for the inherent responsiblity such a view 
requires of me. The class was over, I was feeling had about
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it, and here was this student retrospectively trusting my 
ability to know her.
She will remember me as a "Native American instructor" 
and the class as a Native American location of learning. 
Whatever it is she takes away from our time together— some 
strategies for reading, writing, and revision; some 
uncomfortable discussions, a fev; links between the 
reservation and the university— will be, I think, remembered 
as within an Indian context. Instead of the university 
going back to the rez, the rez came to the university, if 
only somewhat. And there is, there must be, great power in 
that.
I'm. not taking "credit" for it. I myself focused 
mainly on the pain, worried mostly about the failures. The 
class has undergone some revision in my own head and, while 
I'm not sure of its "final" outcome, I'm less inclined to 
view it as a failure than I was before.
Residuals: The Lone Ranger and Tonto find themselves 
trapped in a valley one day, surrounded by hoardes of 
hostile Indians. The Lone Ranger says, "Well, it looks like 
were in for it this time, Tonto." Tonto looks him up and 
down and replies, "What do you mean 'we'...paleface?"
That's a joke told by both Indians and whites. I'm not 
sure who I identify with.
VI. TOWARDS A MIXF.DBLOGD PEDAGOGY
Education must...be revamped; not to make Indians more 
acceptable to white society, but to allow non-Indians a 
greater chance to develop their talents. Education as it is 
designed today works to destroy communities by creating 
supermen who spend their lives climbing the economic ladder.
Vine Deloria
J think we need to allow whites to be our allies...They will 
come to see that they are not helping us but following our 
lead.
Gloria Anzaldua
Coyote, coyote, please tell me,
Who do you belong to?
Peter Blue Cloud
Native American Pedagogy
In some earlier writing about this project I put forth 
the question of a "Native American pedagogy," asking, among 
other things, what such an entity might be, look like, feel
108
109
like, do. I no longer envision/imagine such a pedagogy in 
this way; the metaphor no longer works for me. Native 
Americans already have, have always had, a pedagogy, one 
which has nothing to do with the university, with brick 
buildings and books (especially books). Native American 
pedagogy as it exists today has its own roots, and they are 
not those of the university. Nor should they be. Native 
American pedagogy, whatever it is, has something to do with 
a past and present unencumbered by literacy and the sharp, 
succinct separation of word and reality. It has something 
to do with the preparation of wild rice, or Coyote stories, 
or a humor which makes light of one's own genocide. It lies 
in a tradition of orality which, even with the introductioi 
of writing as a concept, is not quick (or even able) to ca&l 
off so ancient and powerful a discourse. Such a move, as 
Ong shows in Orality and Literacy, would not only be 
impossible to consciously perform, but would involve the 
development of newer, different (sub)consciousnesses. I 
would add that it's not something many Indian people are 
eager to undertake. And why should they?
Still, many do, and they educate themselves: some are 
forced to— yesterday by boarding schools, today by 
economic/political/cultural "necessity." Some, like my 
father, feel compelled to do so in order to be a "success," 
which means economically and nothing more; others, like 
Marty, do so out of survival, a more desperate move but
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similar to my father's; still others, like Darlene and 
Equay, do so out of a desire to return to reservations and 
contribute socially to their people. And there are those 
who are just plain curious about the knowledge of the New 
World. None of this needs to be seen as antithetical to 
anything else, nor should any of it be viewed as stable or 
unified, which it clearly is not. But there is, it seems to 
me, a cultural and pedagogical difference between a Native 
American pedagogy and the white pedagogy of the university. 
Yes, white.
Susan Willis has noted that "having gender generally 
comes to mean being female. By the simple reason of being 
dominant, men need not proclaim themselves as gendered"
(72). The same is true, I think, with race and culture; 
there is "pedagogy," and there is "Native American 
pedagogy." I think Gloria Anzaldua was aware of this when 
she— in remarkably inclusive fashion— wrote her piece, "La 
conciencia de la mestiza/Towards a New Consciousness," in 
which she argues for the creation of "a new mythos— that is, 
a change in the way we perceive reality, the way we see 
ourselves, and the ways we behave." Such a transformation 
is brought about, and constituted and exemplified by, "la 
mestiza," or (the feminine) mixedblood: "Because the future 
depends on the breaking down of paradigms, it depends on the 
straddling of two or more cultures." In do-rig so, she 
writes, "la mestiza creates a new consciousness" (51) .
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"The mestiza consciousness." "The straddling of two or 
more cultures": a move which neither negates nor affirms, 
but reconciles and transforms the thinking— the 
consciousness— of the subject. Freire was also concerned 
with consciousness-transformation, what he called 
conscientizacao, or "conscientization." For Freire, the 
development of a critical consciousness meant seeing oneself 
in relation to— as opposed to abstracted from— history, 
politics, economics, and culture. For Anzaldua, writing 
from the margins of so many dominant and supposedly 
"unified" cultural spheres, the kind of educational process 
called for by Freire ("problem-posing" education) would 
transform the consciousness of the student/Subject not only 
to see economical, historical, and political discourses in 
context, but gendered, sexual, and racial narratives as 
well. She and Freire are on common ground in many ways, I 
think, but she brings additional, crucial, and far-reaching 
elements into play, especially what she calls "the new 
mythos." Myth-making: the revision of master narratives.
Since the (de)construction of myths is a social and 
communal act, a linguistic act, the thinking/creating of a 
new mythos is well-suited for the writing classroom. But it 
is also dependent upon theory and a theoretical pedagogy, 
one which is conscious not only about it/self, but about the 
many different cultural narratives which come into play.
What I am saying here is that, in the Indian writing
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classroom (a contradiction), there can be a transformation 
of consciousness which neither negates nor affirms the 
(white) university, but does both, while at the same time 
affirming those cultural narratives which are constituted as 
"Indian," in opposition to the (unstated, "normal") "white" 
discourse of the university.
This is why, with Anzaldua in mind, I wish to invoke 
the metaphor of mixedbloodedness as a pedagogical 
enterprise. A straddling of two (contradictory) cultures: 
the Indian and the white. Like the blood which runs through 
our veins, the combination of traditions, built upon, with, 
and in relation to each other, can create a new entity, one 
which is neither negative nor affirmative, neither 
assimilatior.ist nor exclusionary, neither consuming nor 
rejecting, but truly dialogical and actually multicultural.
To use mixedbloodedness as a metaphor for the revision 
of narratives, epistemologies, and cultures--things which 
are, for me, clearly socially constructed— is in itself a 
contradiction. Blood, "mixed" or otherwise, has overt 
essentialist connotations. As a term, "mixedblood" has (for 
those white folks who coined and used it) e± entially 
negative connotative value. It evokes old notions of 
"miscegenation," the watering down of (white) "purity." As 
I later show, this idea is not exclusively limited to white 
representations; Indians, too, have played with this idea, 
albeit in different ways. Mixedblcodedness means weakness.
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But that is precisely why I wish to use it; I want to 
reclaim it, to recast the word as a positive term, a 
(revised) non-essentialist signifier for a (re-envisioned) 
non-essentialist signified. Blood, mixed or otherwise, is 
always red. It is always human. That is its sole essence. 
Those who have historically viewed "miscegenation" as a 
weakened condition "see,: its results in outward 
manifestations (skin color) and interior manifestations 
(insanity, being only one). To dismiss the latter as 
"nonsense" is not to dismiss the former as such. Skin color 
does matter in a racist society. The socially constructed 
cultures surrounding skin color also matter. Yet blood is 
red, blood is human.
To use "mixedblood" as a signifier of cultural 
consciousness not only takes the term back from its racist 
origins, but also recognizes the role genetics (skin color, 
physical features) plays as a signifier itself. It means 
different things for different people. If the signifier is 
skin color, the signified is the reaction(s) to that color, 
responses which are most definitely socially constructed. 
Since the signified in this instance is one of 
consciousness, interior reaction, the signifier can also be 
seen as socially constructed. "Mixedblood" can be recast as 
a non-essentialized signifier, indeed, a positive one.
Later, I will try to do that, to follow Anzaldua in 
reclaiming mixedbloodedness as a strength of consciousness.
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Multiculturalism and Interior Structures
As of this writing, the current issue of Time magazine 
features a cover story on "the new face of America." The 
cover features a computer-generated image of a brown-haired, 
slightly brown-skinned (but predominantly white) woman, a 
composite photograph comprised of many different photos of 
many different "ethnic" people. It's an image of an 
imagined genetic melting-pot, a cryptographic collage of 
physical difference.
There's nothing inherently "cultural" about the image; 
in fact, its unabashedly watered-down (and predominantly 
white) look, and the words which accompany that look, "the 
new face of America," both appeal to an aesthetic which is 
still pervasive in (white) American thought: namely, that 
the outward manifestations of the Other— be they physical or 
aesthetic— are interesting images to ape, and thus "accept." 
Racial, not cultural, difference continues to be an interest 
to "mainstreamed" (white) Americans who find the "look" of 
the Other interesting and often appealing. From white, 
suburban, adolescent boys dressed as gangsta rappers, to the 
current popular fascination with Native American designs 
(especially hot in expensive furniture and houseware 
boutiques), the dominant culture in America enjoys taking 
what it likes from marginal groups— jazz and blues, "new
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age," fashions and food— even if it has only recently begun 
to admit it.
This is what the word "multiculturalism" has come to 
mean, I think: that America will embrace an "I'm OK, you're 
OK" attitude toward physical, aesthetic, or other outward 
manifestcutions of difference, just as long as it doesn't 
involve the upsetting of "interior" structures: values, 
beliefs, knowledge, worldview, and consciousness. This is 
why the most popular rappers have either been white (Vanilla 
Ice, SNOW) or "safe" blacks (Hammer, Young I1C) ; while 
"dangerous" black rappers (Ice-T, Sistah Souljah) are 
attacked, banned, or at the very least deemed "bad" (in the 
white sense of the word) . If political-interior— lines are 
crossed, then the public understanding of what is happening 
shifts from the rhetoric of "multiculturalism" to the 
rhetoric of "political correctness."
Neither terms have much meaning anymore (if they ever 
did at all, that is), and I want to argue that this kind of 
cultural struggle exists not only in "public" life, but in 
the classroom and university as well. Like the larger 
social "debate," the struggle over interior structures 
wichin the university has also polarized itself into a 
"multiculturalism" vs. "political correctness" dichotomy. 
It's okay to be "multicultural" (see our nifty powwow?), but 
if you "go too far" you become "politically correct" (we're 
the Fighting Sioux, and that's final). EJut the point I want
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to stress is that the dichotomy is a false one. Few 
academics grant much value to "true" cultural difference: 
epistemologies, world-views, and consciousnesses. Like 
Time's readers, most prefer to focus on outward 
manifestations of difference: skin-color, design, powwows, 
and food.
This stems from the longstanding cultural notion that 
"we" really are (or can be, and especially should be) 
"alike." "The human condition" is a popular literary, 
cultural, and academic motif; it's singularity reflects the 
promoted, popular undercurrents of "American" attitudes 
toward racial difference. But, as has been pointed out time 
and again, any notions of similarity (or difference) between 
American "groups" have been consistently defined by white, 
patriarchial "norms." A post-modernist evaluation of 
difference critiques the idea of the "human condition," 
looking instead at the "human conditions" which come into 
play. To make that move is to consider interior factors 
first.
Interior structures are those which, indeed, contribute 
most to one's construction of "self": language, values, 
feelings, worldview. Religion has certainly been a strong 
interior structure, and in the case of Christian 
fundamentalists, has led to a particularly noxious view of 
Others in society. Just as upsetting— even 
challenging— this interior structure can lead to great
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conflict (as many teachers have seen in some students), so 
too does the examination of other interior structures lead 
to struggles of identity, of self, within subjects. But 
such is the nature of this endeavor; to avoid conflict, to 
attempt to transcend struggle, vould be futile. It's going 
co be painful. But, as a revision of collective "selves," a 
revision of social relations, it can also be of great 
importance. It requires patience, self-reflexivity, and a 
committment to change.
Academics ar.d educators interested in transforming the 
university to an institution of actual, real, interior 
"difference" can begin by considering what Anzaldua means by 
"creating a new mythos," "straddling cultures," creating in 
fact "a new consciousness." It also requires the 
(re)consideration of "interior structures": what and where 
are they? How are they constituted? How are they changed, 
challenged, or upset? Finally, how is this to be achieved 
pedagogically, in the classroom? For me, this also means 
revising the classroom as a metaphor in itself.
The Mixedtolood Metaphor
Mixedbloodedness has been a long-running American 
motif, intrinsically connected to the European noble/brute 
savage dichotomy. Intermarriage between Indians and whites 
has been culturally forbidden. We see this in
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white-produced literature, in Cooper's The Last of the 
Mohicans and other 19th and early 20th century novels, where 
racial intercoupling nearly always ends in tragic death. 
Those "noble savage" depictions of Indian male sexuality 
have earlier (and less noble) origins in the popular 
captivity narratives of the 17th century, Mary Rowlandson's 
for example:
It is a solemn sight to see so many Christians 
lying in their blood, some here, and some there, 
like a company of sheep torn by wolves, all of 
them stripped naked by a company of hellhounds, 
roaring, singing, ranting, and insulting, as if 
they would have torn our very hearts out...I had 
often before this said that, if the Indians should 
come, I should choose rather to be killed by them 
than taken alive... (Rowlandson 123)
Rowlandson's (and doubtless her captivated 
seventeenth-century readers') fear of "savage" rape has its 
origins in earlier European male-led expeditions to (and 
"rape" of) the New World; in a sense, Rowlandson's fear of 
rape is a fear of reprisal.
And although I told them the [bible] materially 
and of itself was not of any such virtue...yet 
would many be glad to touch it, to embrace it, to 
kiss it, to hold it to their breasts and heads, 
and stroke over all their body with it, to show
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their hungry desire of that knowledge which was 
spoken of. (Hariot 45)
In white accounts and white understandings,
Indian-white relations from the outset have been viewed as a 
struggle for dominance: to resist submission or, better, to 
force it upon the Other. Mixedbloodedness is thus viewed as 
a weakness in the masculinist white eye; neither victory nor 
loss, it is a "watering down" or weakening of all concerned.
Mixedbloodedness is also a prominant theme in 
contemporary Indian literature. Leslie Silko's popular and 
much acclaimed. Ceremony (1977) and N. Scott Momaday's 
Pulitzer-prize winning House Made of Dawn (1966) both have 
mixedblooded protagonists, as do several works by James 
Welch, Gerald Vizenor and others, an Indian theme started by 
D'arcy McNickle in The Surrounded (1936). In works by 
Native American writers, mixedbloodedness often signifies a 
state of confusion, a contradictory set of irreconcilable 
impulses, as exemplified by the protagonist in Paula Gunn 
Allen's The Woman Who Owned the Shadows (1983), a woman 
named Ephanie:
...like her, it was a split name, a name half of 
this and half of that: Epiphany. Effie. An 
almost name. An almost event. Proper at that for 
her, a halfblood. A halfbreed. Which was the 
source of her derangement. Ranging despair.
Disarrangement. (3)
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Mixedblooded literary characters embody the worst of "both 
worlds," or they embody no world whatsoever.
Jim Loney is a half-breed, of white and Indian 
parentage... He is gently going mad. Estranged 
from both the white community and his Indian 
roots, Loney drinks cheap wine alone at night, 
trying to discover the origins of his despair. 
(Welch, back cover)
In "real life," as in literature, mixedbloods live 
within constant pulls, tugs-of-war, from within but also 
from without, as was the case for this male student writer 
who describes his experiences at a predominately white 
middle school:
...when they found out I was an Indian, they 
freaked! "No way," they said, "You don't look 
Indian. Where's your long hair, where's your 
horse, do you still live in teepee's?" I was 
then branded with the name "Chief," a nickname 
my friends had called me. Then all of the fights 
started happening, and all because I was Indian.
At the time, I really didn't know how to feel. I 
was angry, sad, hurt, and scared.
Later, this same student transferred to an "all-Indian 
boarding school, to get away from the racism, and further my 
education":
But to my surprise, I was right back where I had
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come from...my being light skinned, I was now 
being called a white boy, and told to go back home 
to my mom and dad. I did have to fight back to 
survive, and this was against my own people.
After this, I was really confused...
Both white and Indian accounts frame mixedbloodedness 
(or, for that matter, many forms of Indian-white cultural 
collision) in masculinist terms of "fighting." For white 
accounts, this encounter with difference has sexual 
undercurrents, the "naked savages" either resisting or 
succumbing totally to the advances of their invaders. For 
Indians, the struggle has been an interior fight, one of 
allegiance and identity; one cannot be both, nor can one be 
either, therefore one is not one at all.
But Anzaldua would suggest that one can be two, or 
perhaps more accurately, the two can be one. When she 
speaks of the "third element which is greater than the sum 
of its severed parts" (51, emphasis mine), she suggests that 
a revision of mixedbloodedness can move away from the body 
and into the soul: "The work takes place 
underground— subconsciously. It is work that the soul 
performs" (51). In the soul, duality can be transcended, 
contradiction transformed into "a new consciousness." 
Cultural, sexual, gendered, and epistemological difference 
can be "tolerated" and even reconciled.
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Mixedbloods must negotiate their identities constantly, 
and they do so within what Dixon calls "a complex milieu 
that is material, social, political, but at the same time, 
concretely and feelingly human" ("Western Songs" 1). Set 
against (and within) such complicated human terrain, 
mixedbloods must engage in dialogue not only with others but 
with themselves, often in contradictory and uncomfortable 
situations. In order to survive, they dialogue from both 
within and without. It's another contradiction, but it need 
not be useless: "Not only does [la mestiza] sustain 
contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something 
else" (51).
This "something else" is elusive, but integral to a 
revision of the classroom, a revision originating in a 
desire for real "multicultural" education. Anzaldua likens 
this desire to "floundering in uncharted seas' ( ), but
even that, in an anti-colonial enterprise, can be good work 
for the soul and mind. One possible point of departure is 
to transform mixedblooded angst, both literary and cultural, 
into something positive, a new revision of the metaphor.
Visions of mixedbloodedness which acquire their meaning 
from confusion and alienation, from raped or rapist, from 
two worlds to no worlds, can be examined as texts 
themselves, deconstructed as cultural representations that 
are not in themselves "fixed." Literary representations of 
mixedbloods— by Indian and non-Indian authors alike— have
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essentialized those notions somewhat--"mixe&blood"--but as 
Anzaldua tells us, that idea in itself can be revised.
Rather than viewing conflicting cultural and epistemological 
pulls as "a swamping of her psychological borders," la 
mestiza can come to see struggle bringing "compensation" and 
"joys" (Anzaldua, Preface). Students can and will do this 
kind of critical reflection; since nearly all of my Indian 
students are mixedbloods themselves, they find it completely 
rewarding. Consider the fair-skinned, reservation-bred 
student who wrote in her class critique:
When I first enrolled in the Native American 
Composition class I thought that all it would be 
were all these Indian legends and things of that 
sort. I was surprised when we started to explore 
a lot more about ourselves as Native Americans... I 
started to realize how much defense that I put up 
when people labeled me as different. The odd 
thing about it was that now I had started to 
accept the differences that made me special.
If the cultural idea of raixedbloodedness can be 
revised, so too can the idea of the classroom. This is what 
Freire was interested in: the subversion of the old,
"banking concept" myth, and the building of a new myth, the 
"problem posing" method of education. Since Freire, the 
classroom as an idea, as a myth, has been the subject of a 
great deal of discussion in pedagogical circles. The
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rhetoric surrounding these discussions is itself rather 
"mythical*’; from Jane Gallop's The Daughter's Seduction, to 
Susan Jarratt's "Sapphic Pedagogy," talk of the classroom 
has gone "back" to dispel, critique, or (re)acquire mythical 
models and language in order to revise the current system.
The remaking of myths— cultural, pedagogical, 
political, and personal, "master narratives"-— is apt work 
for one of a mixedblood mind. As Anzaldua shows, the work 
of la mestiza is that in which a lot of postmodernists, 
cultural critics, and compositionists are interested:
...to break down the subject-object duality that 
keeps her a prisoner and to show in the flesh and 
through the images in her work how duality is 
transcended. The answer to the problem between 
the white race and the colored, between males and 
females, lies in healing the split that originates 
in the very foundation of our lives, our culture, 
our languages, our thoughts. A massive uprooting 
of dualistic thinking in the individual and 
collective consciousness is the beginning of a 
long struggle, but one that could, in our best 
hopes, bring us to the end of rape, of violence, 
of war. (51)
A mixedblood pedagogy would be dialogical, negotiating, 
and welcoming of contradiction, conflict, and ambiguity. It 
would work for the kind of situational, critical
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consciousness Freire called for in his work; it would 
critique paradigms, "common sense," and institutional 
"truths." Most importantly, it would come from (and move 
toward) different cultural and epistemological directions, 
thus not only validating but "institutionalizing" 
difference. It would theorize cultural r ntradictions.
A mixedblood pedagogy could be, w be, constituted
by many things; it would be, should be, s varied and 
diverse as the traditions from which what Freire calls "true 
knowledge" and "true culture" originates. In addition to 
sustaining contradiction and ambivalence, to breaking down 
paradigms and binary thinking, to upsetting static 
conventions of thought and wisdom, it would engage in a 
critical enterprise which transcends "political correctness" 
and multicultural lip-service. As a new intellectual 
"counterstance," it learns and critiques in a gesture of 
healing:
...it is not enough to stand on the opposite river 
bank, shouting questions, challenging 
patriarchial, white conventions. A counterstance 
locks one into a dual of oppressor and 
oppressed...Because the counterstance stems from a 
problem of authority-— outer as well as inner— it's 
a step towards liberation from cultural 
domination. But it is not a way of life. At some 
point, on our way to a new consciousness, we will
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have to leave the opposite bank...The 
possibilities are enormous once we decide to act 
and not react. (50)
A pedagogy based on action and not reaction, on the 
presentation and not re-presentation of knowledge and power, 
would be a far cry from current, popular "multicultural" 
approaches to textuality and pedagogy. (I'm thinking 
especially of "multicultural" readers and anthologies which 
rarely offer much in the way of critical thinking, but 
rather a simplistic menu of Melting Pot ingredients.) It 
would demand, as Anzaldua, Freire, and others argue for, a 
change in consciousness.
It would be neither easy nor comfortable. In fact, it 
would lead to great conflict and struggle for all involved. 
But, as Min-Zhan Lu writes,
reading and writing take place at sites of 
political as well as linguistic conflict...such a 
process of conflict and struggle is a source of 
pain but constructive as well. (888)
For Lu, the teacher's approach to this kind of re-imagining 
of the classroom might start with a self-reflective 
assessment of the teacher's own myths of education, usually, 
according to Lu, "as acculturation and as accomodation" and 
of language, "essentialist and utopian" (910). For Lu, 
"conflict and struggle" are not only possible but necessary
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in the mythical revision of the classroom (see her 1992 
article for an excellent discussion of this topic).
The creation of a new, pedagogical mythos would involve 
not only revisions of the classroom but of the identity of 
the subjects in the classroom. Because it involves interior 
reflection, interior change, it would be possible by anyone 
with the wherewithal1 to engage it. This means that, yes, r 
white teacher could teach Indian students very effectively 
(a common question I am frequently asked). In fact, I would 
trust a theoretically sound white teacher over a "banking*' 
Indian teacher (like my father) any day. If the classroom 
is dialogical, if conflict and struggle are foregrounded as 
strengths, if the teacher becomes a "teacher/student," if 
the bright, glaring light of the academy is turned away from 
the eyes of the students and diverted toward the minds of 
everyone present, then the class could, indeed, "straddle 
cultures." Skin color is a crapshoot, but the mind is 
capable of becoming "mixedblooded," that is, if the heart is 
willing.
La mestiza constantly has to shift out of habitual 
formations; from convergent thinking, analytical 
reasoning that tends to use rationality to move 
towards a single goal (a Western mode), to 
divergent thinking, characterized by movement away 
from set patterns and goals and towards a more
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whole perspective, one that includes rather than 
excludes. (50)
Mixedbloodedness as a metaphor means not dividing nor 
assimilating culture, not "accomodating11 nor "acculturating" 
minds, but sustaining and strengthening difference.
Freire's "teacher/student" is a kind of mixedblood, as is 
"oral literature," "Indian education," and, really, even 
"Native American." Mixedbloodedness is always a 
contradiction, but it should be viewed as a strength.
Nobody is a "halfblood."
The Indian Classroom
There are many contradictions in the exclusively Native 
American classroom. For one, at the University of North 
Dakota, this supposedly homogenous cultural group is in fact 
a multicultural one. In addition to great tribal 
differences (and, often times, conflicts), there are 
differences of background which are physical (reservation, 
urban), cultural ("traditional," non-traditional,), and 
linguistic (English, bi-lingual)— all this, in addition to 
the differences of gender, class, and age.
Some of these differences I have successfully 
foregrounded in some of my teaching; since 
"mixedbloodedness" is a theme my classes have pursued in 
their work, I have read and discussed with many students the
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inherent contradictions of being both "Indian" and "white," 
of being Indian and living with whites, of reading and 
writing about oral tradition, and so on. This kind of 
activity has proved useful in my classes--the students enjoy 
talking about these issues and they see themselves and each 
other in a new light each time--and 1 want to suggest that 
this kind of work, this kind of foregrounding of 
contradiction, is possible, effective, and potentially 
revolutionary (pedagogically, yes, but perhaps socially, 
culturally, and politically, as well).
To foreground contradiction is to highlight difference 
in "sameness," a move of which both Freire and Anzaldua 
would approve, I think. In addition to breaking down 
subject-object duality and rethinking (revising) 
conventic .al paradigms, such a practice could also lead to 
what Freire calls "critical consciousness." Both Anzaldua 
and Freire are interested in "cultural revolution"--a 
revolution of mind and spirit— and both agree that the 
breaking down of old paradigms necessitates the rebuilding 
of new ones, what Anzaldua calls "the new mythos." Freire 
also writes of myth:
As the cultural revolution deepens conscientizacao 
in the creative praxis of the new society, men 
will begin to perceive why mythical remnants of 
the old society survive in the new. And men will
then be able to free themselves more rapidly of 
these specters...(158)
For Native American students, who live now not in a 
utopian "new society" but a distopian New World, the 
rethinking of paradigms takes a new twist. Rather than 
freeing themselves of "specters," they can revive them, 
transform them, and make them fit with the "specters" they 
find around themselves now: the specters of postcolonial 
American life. The work can happen in many different ways, 
in many different avenues: religion, myth, language, 
politics, culture, and history.
But, to make this happen, the contradictions of their 
lives must be both foregrounded and authenticated. The 
first step is to tell students that the university is 
theirs, that knowledge will not be disseminated so much as 
shared. They must know that they are in Indian 
country— intellectual, theorized Indian country— and that 
that is an epistemology worthy of both study and respect, 
not as an Other, but as another, form of discourse.
Perhaps the easiest contradiction to foreground is 
language. To study orality— Indian oral traditions and the 
pychodynamics of orality— would do a lot in a writing class. 
In addition to starting with orality (stories, old and new), 
this could also lead to the rather practical work of writing 
and revising papers. For example, a teacher could do well 
having students read something like Walter Ong's Orality and
Literacy and then looking at writing like this, a conclusion 
to a paper on "bad medicine" written by one of my students: 
My people, I have told this story only to show you 
that our people do possess great medicine. Now I 
know the strength of the elders and respect them 
alii I shall never mess around with our peoples' 
medicine unless I have a full understanding of its 
intent and power. Remember, there is many 
medicines out there. Use only the words of our 
wisest people. So bad medicine doesn't become, of 
you!
This paper is full of what Ong calls "oral residue"— it's 
actually a written speech (to "my people"), full of the 
praise, warning, and respect typical of oral cultures.
And yet: to stop with Ong would be to view orality as 
an "earlier" evolutionary stage of thought. To critique Ong 
would be to critique the myth of Western progress, as Jay 
Bolter does somewhat. After recapitulating some of Ong's 
more "enthusiastic" claims, he writes
This claim is probably too strong. Literacy is 
not the necessary and sufficient cause of reasoned 
thought, which we tend in any case to identify 
with ancient or Western modes of thought (208). 
Other Indian writers have much to say about orality and oral 
tradition as well (I'm thinking especially of Silko's 
Storyteller and Momaday's The Way To Rainy Mountain), and to
weave their voices in with Ong's and the students would 
create quite an intellectual pastiche. To start with 
writing, then with Ong, then with a critique of Ong in 
writing would be, I think, a rather productive, rather 
"mixedblooded" classroom activity.
Indian students need to know about orality, about what 
they already know— the orality of their homes, in stories, 
in humor, and in talking— and they need to see it validated, 
theorized, and critiqued. What's more, they need to do this 
validating, theorizing, and critiquing themselves, with the 
teacher's help. This must be done within a firm context, 
the ’’complex social mileau" Dixon describes (1). To do so 
brings Indian and non-Indian knowledge, culture, and life 
together, to be mediated and negotiated, to be validated and 
respected.
There are other ways to get into this kind of 
foregrounding of contradiction: by studying history (reading 
textbooks on Indians was what one class did very 
successfully), religion, ethnography, and autobiography, 
just to name a few. The point, however, is this: to 
foreground a contradiction of culture, to dissect it, to 
examine it, to critique it, and to rebuild it. This, in 
addition to being good composition work, is also the work of 
a mixedblood pedagogy. It "straddles cultures."
The Won-Indiem Classroom
White students need to learn about "other cultures," 
not only out of some desire to be well-rounded, or because 
it's the "right thing to do," but, as Deloria and Anzaldua 
agree, out of their own survival. Whites, as the dominant 
group, need more than ever to listen to marginalized people 
to I*: rn, among other things, about survival. And they need 
Indians to teach them about many things, especially in these 
pc.st-modern times about community.
In one of my "regular" sections, an all-white section, 
set out to study "community" through the writing of 
several different authors. We started with W. Scott Olsen's 
book Meeting the Neighbors: Sketches of Life on the Northern 
Prarie which the students enjoyed a great deal; it profiled 
several small towns around the region with an occasional 
commentary on the types of "community" tnese small towns 
fostered:
I believe this store and this town are an 
example of our last defense against loneliness. 
These people are invested here. (6)
Much of the book is preoccupied with the idea that 
"community" (and, we should admit, white community in 
particular) is threatened, if not dead already, in most 
places— with the exception of these little burgs, of course. 
In romantic fashion, Olsen profiles his small towns with an
eye constantly looking for vestiges of community: 
togetherness, support, common values.
The students enjoyed these romantic critiques, finding 
them affirmative of places they come from. Indeed, that is 
the purpose of the book. Later, though, we moved into other 
writings about "community” that weren't as affirming: a 
critique of the Mall of America, "a marketplace 
intentionally designed to serve no community needs"
(Guterson 51); Susan Willis's book, A Primer for Daily Life; 
and, especially, "Home is Here," a colloborative piece by 
Wilfred Pelletier, an Indian, and Ted Poole (who wrote it 
down). Pelletier, who reflected on his time in "white 
society," said:
I saw a whole people who've lost the way of 
life and in its place have built a mechanical 
monster which does most of their hard work, 
carries their water, delivers their food, raises 
their kids, makes their decisions, says their 
prayers, transports them, "informs" them, 
entertains them, and controls the people it 
serves, absolutely... but I didn't see a single 
community. (231)
As one might guess, my students didn't like reading 
this about "their" culture; I anticipated as much. What 
surprised me, however, was the absolute contempt with which 
they shouted their objections. Nearly everyone called
Pelletier a "racist,, !l two males suggested that he "ought to 
be" killed (one said "shot," the other, "hung out to dry”), 
and one female advised, "he shouldn't be saying this too 
loudly, or at all for that matter." I had expected some 
racist backlash (Indians are the targeted minority in these 
parts), I had even anticipated the "racist" accusations, but 
the violence scared me. I would later decide that the 
violence may have come from hatred, but probably more from 
fear.
At first, I had trouble understanding the refusal of my 
students to see that Pelletier was basically agreeing with 
Olsen, with them, holding up "small town values" as a 
definition of community (as opposed to big cities, 
bureaucracy, etc.). I typed up their written comments and 
put some on the blackboard:
Pelletier says all white people care about is 
money, well that may be true but compare our 
luxurious lifestyle to the primitive way of the 
Indian.
And, minus the usual, stereotypical accusations of 
"lazyness" and "freeloading," etc.:
Frankly, I like the "monster" we've created. It's 
not a machine but a fun factory, giving us lots of 
leisure time and convenience.
Then I typed up some of their reactions to Olsen:
In Downer, people could trust one another. When
that woman forgot her purse, Frank said never 
mind, she could pay for her food next time she was 
in.
One urban student compared the book to the Twin Cities:
I like how these people all get along and know 
each other so well. In (the Cities], we don't 
even know our neighbors on our street.
We noted the inconsistencies in their reactions; yes, they 
could admit that their initial reactions probably came from 
a defensive (and, some admitted, racist) position. But most 
of them remained in their corners, changing their tunes (but 
not the song), disagreeing with Pelletier and the other 
white writers.
When it came down to finding common ground with an 
Indian or defending status quo they had previously 
critiqued themselves, i 'ey pretty much came down on the side 
of the status quo. One student even went so far as to 
write:
I always liked being outside, hunting, fishing, 
and being with my family, on the farm, or out in 
the woods...I never liked it when my dad had to go 
on the road for a long time and mom had to 
work...My best memories are the camping trips...in 
a way, I guess I'd like to live like the Indians 
in the story, but I just can't, how can I do
it?...[t]he best thing to do is just to keep 
working...
It's obvious this student is listening, but his 
cultural confines are forbidding him to hear. Most of my 
white students admit they feel powerless when it comes to 
talk of social change, of improvement. They resent it when 
I bring it up, and repress it— like the student above— when 
they have to contend with critique. It is not easy for 
them. If they start with a racist defensive reaction (which 
most of them did), they resist further with a 
rationalization of their own lives, about which they feel 
powerless to do anything. It has been difficult for me to 
get them to move beyond this point.
White students need to be decentered not only on behalf 
of marginalized groups, but on behalf of their own 
situations and futures. A mixedblood pedagogy would need to 
address this problem, again, not out of (paternalistic) 
political correctness, but out of the need for collective 
survival. White students need to listen to others, learn 
from others, in order to get help in controlling their 
"monster." They need to learn how to follow, if they want 
out of the desert.
I would say that white students need to study cultural 
contradictions similar to those of Native American students: 
orality, literacy, history, and language. They need to move 
beyond the guilt (which is implicit, at first) and see
themselves in context with, in relation to, the Other, the 
feminine, the Indian.
This will be more difficult to do than in the Native 
American classroom; it will require more strength, more 
faith. It necessitates a remaking of myths— economic, 
political, cultural--and should, as Deloria, Anzaldua, and 
Pelletier would agree, work to get the whites to follow the 
Indians for a change.
Is it impossible?
The Mixedblood Classroom
While I taught an "Indians only" section of 
composition, a white colleague (and friend), Steve Dalager, 
taught a section comprised of both Indians and whites, about 
a 50-50 mix. The dynamics were quite different, as you can 
imagine. In my classroom, the discourse, and to a certain 
extent the university, became "Indianized," but the 
situation tended to become a little too closed, a little too 
homogenous. In Steve's section, the activity was often 
heated, angry, and confusing: contradictions collided and 
were sometimes deconstructed. In many ways, my classroom 
operated much more smoothly than did his, but his was 
certainly more "mixedblooded" in the sense that there were 
both Indians and whites in the class.
It was mixedblooded in the other sense that I'm using 
the word as well; that is, in his class Indians and whites 
looked at each other each day, both developing an 
unfamiliar, uncharted discourse, one which is not only the 
legacy of their pasts, presents, and futures, but the 
legacys of their respective epistemologies: one dominant, 
one surviving conquest. In his room, both parties were 
required to develop a new discourse, "one greater than the 
sum of its severed parts," while looking each other in the 
eyes (brown, hazel, green, and blue, all surrounded by 
white).
My section, the Indians only section, functioned like 
what Mary Louise Pratt, in "Arts of the Contact Zone," calls 
a cultural "safe house," a place where oppressed groups can 
go to
constitute themselves as horizontal, homogenous, 
sovereign communities with high degrees of trust, 
shared understandings, temporary protection from 
legacies of oppression. (455)
It was a safe place. It provided Indian students not only 
with the ability to break the silence, to speak and write as 
Indians, but with an affirmation of their lives, their 
identities, their knowledges. If only for three hours a 
week, the academy was theirs, an Indian university. It was 
a good place for learning, for "protection," but it lacked
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the dialogical aspects of Pratt's theory, that is, it didn't 
en er the "contact zone":
social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other, often in contexts of 
highly assymetrical relations of power, such as 
colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they 
are lived out in many parts of the world today. 
(444)
A safe house is a group home; a contact zone is the world.
My classroom was a safe house within the university context; 
my colleague's classroom was a contact zone in Pratt's 
sense.
In Steve's classroom, Indians found camaraderie and 
strength in the presence of each other; with that 
empowerment, they confronted an often agonistic group of 
white students who, like mine, reacted defensively to their 
sudden de-centered position. Even with a white teacher, the 
topic of the course (Indian-white relations) posed a 
challenge to white students, as did the equal number of 
(empowered) Indian students they faced each time. What's 
more, the usual (white) discourse and epistemological 
assumptions were challenged simply by virtue of not being 
dominant. Much of that success can be attributed to the 
teacher, who had a strong enough background both in theory 
and humanism to know when to back off and when to jump in. 
I'd say he taught the class in the way I'm arguing for; he
trusted his (bi-cultural) students: their lives, their 
knowledge, their humanity.
It was never easy nor comfortable. One Indian male 
student writes:
It's really heated...[but] not only are we 
understanding their view, but they’re 
understanding ours...You tend to think twice about 
saying something derogatory to the other race 
because those people are in there with you and you 
must communicate together— you have to 
understand...You have to reword your sentences 
before you let them come out of your mouth.
A white female student agrees, adding that, while she still 
wants to speak her mind, she doesn't "want to say anything 
that will anger anyone." More than politeness, the dialogue 
in that class was an uncomfortable, scary approach to what 
Pratt calls "cultural mediation." In the words of one 
female Indian student:
The more I'm in the class where there's 
non-Indians making an effort to learn about us, I 
see there's more of a need for us to be in there 
to help them learn and to help us learn how they 
think and feel.
What she suggests, and what a white male student in the 
class means by the learning "going both ways," is the kind 
of dialogic exchange a mixedblood pedagogy demands. In
Freirean terms, students in the contact zone alternately 
play the roles of student/teacher and teacher/student. In 
the case of Native American students, this kind of 
contribution to academic discourse— as "teachers," as 
Indians— serves more than empowerment; it serves equality. 
And for the white students it means more than "decentering"; 
it means dialogue, listening. Both groups hammered it out 
at times, but they also created something new from the 
process: a new way of thinking, a new understanding of 
themselves in relation to each other.
Later that semester, Steve and I put together a student 
reading for the annual Time-Out cultural celebration, called 
Native American Life and Writing. We had more writers 
submit than we anticipated in our wildest dreams. One of 
Steve's white students read a historical essay— he was the 
only white student reader, and nearly the only white student 
at the event. Afterwards, I congratulated and thanked him 
for reading, and I asked him how it felt. "Well, at first I 
felt pretty awkward," he said, "but once I started I noticed 
this [Indian] woman in the front row smiling at me, and then 
I felt pretty good."
A Mixedblood Pedagogy
Where Anzaldua and Pratt, theory and practice, meet: 
that is where a mixedblood pedagogy, whatever it might be,
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resides. Where contradictions collide, where ambiguity and 
certainty are knotted: that is where it must go. For me, a 
mixedblood pedagogy— an educational attempt at Anzaldua's 
"mestiza consciousness"— is not only important, but 
imperative: for our students, for Indians and whites alike, 
for our futures.
It requires a committment to struggle, to conflict, and 
to change. It isn't comfortable, nor should it be.
It requires of me a fertile imagination and much more 
work than I know I could "get by" with, but, when it comes 
down to social change, to political reform, what else is 
more necessary than imagination and hard work? It requires 
a rethinking of "multiculturalism" and a bold revision of 
our conceptions of both knowledge and the classroom. It 
also demands a "tolerance for ambiguity," but this is what 
Freire wou .iave wanted of us, I think, as 
teacher/students. He trusted his students to provide his 
class with "true knowledge and true culture," and he got it. 
Trust is essential, in this kind of thinking, and la mestiza 
knows about trust:
She is willing to share, to make
herself vulnerable to foreign ways of seeing and 
thinking. She surrenders all notions of safety, 
of the familiar. Deconstruct, construct. (53)
V. CONCLUSION
There is more to life than your fear 
of falling out of this story.
There is so much more.
An'drea-bess Baxter
I think back to my initial thoughts about the section 
in which I've been so immersed these past two years, about 
my initial distrust, then disgust, then my discovery of the 
immense possibilities of such a location. I think back to 
all of my (mostly failed) attempts to develop an appropriate 
pedagogy for— and with— my students, how unable I was to do 
so before accomplishing other tasks, namely, learning who 
the students were and what I wanted to teach them. I think 
back to all the frustrations, and laughs, and theories, and 
I realize how so much of this originates within myself: 
thinking, talking, writing, recording. From my 
teacher-mentor experiences, to the final draft of a 
mixedblood-produced, written thesis on Native American 
literacy, this whole story has both originated and concluded 
in irony. And what is irony but, like me, a contradiction?
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As I look back over at what I have written in these
awkward pages, I am struck by how schizophrenic my teaching 
must look. In attempting to create a "portrait" of the 
Native American classroom, it appears as though I have 
produced a crazy modernist collage. My prose, too, is 
inconsistent and wavering, ranging from theory, to 
confessional, to lecture, to tragedy, to a bad dirty joke, 
and finally back to theory again.
Perhaps nothing has wavered as much as my own identity 
in these pages; the same can certainly be said about the 
past two years in my life. It's been strange going from my 
cultural studies class to Marty's kitchen for coffee, moving 
from a scholarly discussion about theories of representation 
and difference to a laughter-filled talk about a medicine 
man's wife chasing a new-age white woman away from their 
house with an ax. On the other hand, these things became 
reconciled in my classroom; there, these two worlds were 
one, if awkwardly.
Still, I have never become comfortable in my identity.
I do not identify myself as a "person of color" (what 
color— light greenish-tan?), but I do see myself as part of 
a trajectory, a descendent of Indians. This has always been 
the case with me: "Indian," then later, "mixedblood"— but 
now? I can see some of the residuals of colonization in my 
own family, in the lives of my father and uncles and 
cousins--but in mine? I can relate to the humor of Indians
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and tell a few good ones myself--but do I share the 
struggle?
I don't know. But what I do know is that the question 
is worth coming 1 -ck to, and it is in questioning that I do 
my best teaching. And my best learning.
Then again. Last year one of my students stopped me as 
I was leaving our classroom.
"Hey Lyons," he called, "we all decided to give you an 
Indian name."
"Really? And what would that be?"
"Walking Eagle. Too full of shit to fly." Big laughs.
Naturally.
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